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ABSTRACT 
 
Most Americans, whether consciously or unconsciously, associate certain 
defining traits with the contemporary American press: a broad definition of news, an 
emphasis on analysis, a skeptical tone, and adherence to a specific definition of 
objectivity. None of these elements characterized American newspapers in 1960, but all 
were firmly in place by 1980. Remaking the News examines how that remarkable 
transformation occurred, and how it influenced politics and society. While focusing 
mainly on two newspapers—The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times—it 
attempts to analyze the media business as a whole. Chapter 1 describes the rise of 
interpretive reporting. A response to competition from other news media and to the 
changing demographic profile of newspaper audiences and staffs, interpretation 
contributed to the disintegration of the Cold War consensus and to a reappraisal of 
American journalism’s bedrock principle, objectivity. As Chapters 2 and 3 show, 
objectivity came under attack simultaneously from the right and the left, launching a 
debate that has persisted to this day but that, paradoxically, reinforced most news-
industry leaders’ faith in the ideal. Chapter 4 examines how newspapers began giving 
 	  x 
readers what they wanted to know, rather than telling them what (in the editors’ view) 
they needed to know. This resulted in a greater focus on soft news and service 
journalism, which helped validate a broader shift in the primary identity of the American 
public, from citizens to consumers. These changes occurred amid powerful political and 
social currents in the journalism profession and the country at large. Chapter 5 describes 
how challenges from minorities and women forced the press to adjust its discriminatory 
employment practices as well as its dismissive treatment of women and non-whites in 
news coverage. The social movements and political turbulence of the late 60s and early 
70s also led journalists to take a more adversarial approach to news subjects, as Chapter 6 
discusses. In addition to providing a novel interpretation of how the press assumed its 
contemporary form, this dissertation suggests that the evolution of American politics and 
society since 1960 cannot be understood without considering the evolution of journalism 
from 1960-1980. 
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Introduction 
 
The Contours of Contemporary American Journalism 
 
 
When did the American press become contemporary? When did it assume the 
characteristics that most readers in the late 20th and early 21st centuries would take for 
granted? Was it in 1960, shortly after the dawn of the television age and the space age? 
Consider an edition of the country’s leading newspaper, The New York Times, from a 
random day that year: Thursday, April 21, 1960. It was printed in two sections, with 14 
stories on the front page of the first section—the page that politicians, thought leaders, 
and the rest of the media relied upon as an indicator of the day’s most important news. 
All 14 stories concerned the actions of governmental bodies or officials—indeed, all 14 
mentioned governmental bodies or officials in the very first sentence. Pages 2 and 4 
featured transcripts of official statements and speeches. Nearly every article in the first 
section began the same way: by recounting what a prominent person or group—usually 
affiliated with government—had said or done the day before. While a few of the 
dispatches from abroad analyzed the meaning behind news events, most stories confined 
themselves to verifiable facts and a modicum of background information. 
Any reader wishing to satisfy interests beyond politics and foreign affairs would 
find limited offerings. Naturally, The New York Times had sections devoted to sports and 
business. The sports pages gave the previous day’s results and reported on personnel 
changes at major professional teams. The business pages consisted mainly of articles 
summarizing companies’ earnings reports or expansion plans (along with voluminous 
tables of market data). In business and sports alike, the news subjects received 
 	  2 
overwhelmingly favorable treatment; the sole exception was a business article about the 
annual meeting of an aircraft company, at which disgruntled shareholders complained to 
the chief executive about a cut in their dividend.1 Three partial pages toward the back of 
the first section dealt with theater, dance, classical music, and books—interspersed with 
articles about politics that had not fit onto the pages closer to the front. A single page 
about television included program listings, a review, and a brief item about new shows in 
production. A two-page section targeting women readers, labeled “Food Fashions Family 
Furnishings,” featured elaborate recipes (shad stuffed with sole mousse; roasted leg of 
lamb with fresh coconut pudding) and short articles about homemaking. The lead story in 
the “Four F’s” section concerned an exhibition of British fashions that had originally 
been presented to the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret (heavy on ball gowns and 
tiaras).2  
That day’s paper, a typical one, suggests the primary function of The New York 
Times in 1960: to inform its readers about developments that the editors considered 
important to the life of the nation. That meant foreign affairs, government and politics, 
business, and, to a lesser extent, science, religion, and education—a handful of articles on 
those topics were peppered throughout the first section, but none ran longer than a half-
column of text. Reporters did not challenge the people they covered or judge their 
motivations, beliefs, and competence. That privilege was reserved for the editorial page, 
where, on April 21, 1960, the center-left editorial board’s views shared space with a lone 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 “Stormy Curtiss-Wright Meeting Told of Plane Test,” New York Times, April 21, 1960, 41. 
2 Phyllis Lee Levin, “From Tweeds to Tiaras, British Fashions Have a Ball,” New York Times, April 21, 
1960, 26. 
 	  3 
opinion column, by the center-right Arthur Krock, the former New York Times 
Washington bureau chief. The paper’s secondary function—an afterthought, really—was 
to inform its readers about developments they might consider important in their personal 
lives: how their favorite sports team had fared, which Broadway show had people talking, 
what gourmet recipes they could try out.  
Two decades later, the paper had changed dramatically, as the edition of 
Thursday, April 17, 1980, shows.3 The front page had become more reader-friendly, with 
seven articles (down from fourteen), larger pictures, and fewer, wider columns of type. 
Most articles on the front-page focused on governmental activities, but not all—a 
dispatch from Moscow discussed how “ordinary Soviet citizens” felt about the likely U.S. 
boycott of the 1980 Olympics in Moscow.4 Furthermore, the coverage of public officials 
scrutinized and challenged them. One front-page article, for instance, suggested that the 
head of New York City’s mass-transit system had misrepresented the cost of a new union 
contract under consideration.5 In 1960, The New York Times had reported allegations of 
wrongdoing against public officials only when they were formally charged; in 1980, the 
paper’s own reporters were the ones asking the transit chief tough questions, pointing out 
inconsistencies in his answers, and levying informal charges. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 I chose this date to compare because, like April 21, 1960, it was the third Thursday in April. Since 
newspaper advertising, and thus the amount of editorial content, varies considerably with the days of the 
week, this is a more valid comparison than with April 21, 1980 (a Sunday). 
4 Craig R. Whitney, “News of Olympic Boycott Move Puzzles Ordinary Soviet Citizens, New York Times, 
April 17, 1980. 
5 David A. Andelman, “M.T.A.’s Head Now Sees No Early Productivity Saving,” New York Times, April 
17, 1980. 
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Instead of simply recounting the previous day’s developments, the reporters in 
1980 tried to explain them. One front-page piece was labeled “news analysis,” a format 
that the paper had inaugurated in the 1950s but used sparingly for years, and certainly not 
on page one. Even the articles not labeled “news analysis” often took an analytical 
approach. The lead sentence of a front-page article about a Supreme Court ruling, rather 
than paraphrasing what the Justices said, explained what their decision meant: “The 
Supreme Court made private civil rights suits against local governments substantially 
easier to win today,” reporter Linda Greenhouse began.6 Flipping past the front page, a 
reader would find two more articles labeled “analysis” inside the paper, but zero 
transcripts of speeches or official statements.7 Articles in which the lead sentence simply 
stated what an important person or group had done the day before were the exception, 
rather than the rule. A story on page 7 began, “The spring thaw that breaks the grip of the 
Russian winter renews the spirit, and into the exile of Andrei D. Sakharov, spring has 
brought a glimmer of hope.”8 In 1960, a lead like that might have appeared in a literary 
magazine, but not in The New York Times.  
The adversarial approach apparent in the front-page article about New York’s 
transit head was evident inside the paper as well—even in the sports and business 
sections, once unabashedly boosterish. That day’s “Sports of the Times” column 
lambasted both of New York’s Major League Baseball teams, the Yankees and the Mets, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Linda Greenhouse, “High Court Limits Localities’ Defense in Civil Rights Suits,” New York Times, April 
17, 1980. 
7 Drew Middleton, “Mining Iran: Free of Risk?,” New York Times, April 17, 1980, A12; Adam Clymer, 
“Endorsements: Pursuing Will-o’-the Wisps,” New York Times, April 17, 1980, D17. 
8 Anthony Austin, “In Gorky Exile, Sakharov Fate Is Still Unclear,” New York Times, April 17, 1980, A7. 
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for extracting generous financial arrangements for their stadiums that “help keep the city 
poor.”9 The writer, Jim Naughton, had formerly been one of the paper’s top political 
reporters, an indication of the hard-hitting sensibility the Times wished to bring to all 
areas of the paper. Likewise, the lead article in the business section was sure to rankle its 
subjects. It described how the billionaire Hunt brothers had tried unsuccessfully to lobby 
against changes in the government’s regulation of futures trading. Although there was no 
suggestion that the Hunts had acted illegally, the article showed them attempting to 
manipulate the political system and, through their greed, recklessly endangering the 
stability of financial markets.10  
What had been a peripheral function of The New York Times in 1960—catering to 
readers’ personal interests—was central in 1980. The two pages on “Food Fashions 
Family Furnishings” had morphed into an eighteen-page stand-alone section called 
“Home,” one of five rotating weekday sections about leisure interests (the others: 
entertainment, food, sports, and science and technology). An additional ten pages at the 
back of the Home section covered the arts and entertainment. The paper as a whole had 
grown larger—112 pages, compared to 64 in 1960—but even so, the proportion of it 
devoted to “soft news” was far greater. 
Although The New York Times, as the country’s most prestigious journalistic 
institution, was an atypical newspaper, others underwent a similar transformation 
between 1960 and 1980. The shift at the Los Angeles Times—the other news organization 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Jim Naughton, “An Off-Base Campaign,” New York Times, April 17, 1980, B26. 
10 Karen W. Arenson, “Hunts Cited in Effort on Silver Curb,” New York Times, April 17, 1980, D1. 
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studied in this dissertation—was equally profound. Most noticeably, the amount of space 
devoted to readers’ personal lives increased enormously. On April 21, 1960, the L.A. 
Times had a section titled “Family,” with roughly ten pages about food, weddings, and 
“society” news; four additional pages covering the arts and entertainment were split 
between the back of the Family section and the back of the metropolitan-news sections. 
That amounted to more soft-news coverage than in the 1960 New York Times, but it was 
nothing compared to the L.A. Times of April 17, 1980. In that issue, the daily View 
section—the descendent of the Family section—contained 32 pages. On top of that, the 
daily Calendar section (covering film, theater, and television) clocked in at twelve pages, 
followed by a two-part Food section (a regular Thursday feature) with 38 ad-filled pages. 
Whereas the entire 1960 edition contained 92 pages, the corresponding edition from 1980 
contained 81 pages devoted to soft news alone.11 
Moreover, the content of the 1980 View section would have scandalized a reader 
of its 1960 predecessor. The main articles in the Family section on April 21, 1960, 
concerned wedding etiquette, advice for high school students, Lebanese cuisine, and a 
UCLA psychologist who warned of the perils of too much leisure time. On April 17, 
1980, the View section contained a report on the characteristics of women who have 
affairs with married men, a column about how middle-aged men wished to have more 
exciting sex lives, and a column about the impact of divorce on children. Such frank 
discussions of topics recently considered taboo appeared occasionally, but less 
frequently, in the more socially conservative New York Times. Most of the articles in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The total number of pages in the April 17, 1980 edition was 168. 
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New York Times Home section of April 17, 1980, in fact, could have appeared in 1960. 
The stories on the section’s front page extolled the joys of house tours, eulogized a 
recently deceased Park Avenue hostess, and explained the process of obtaining a green 
card for one’s housekeeper.12 
Like The New York Times, the L.A. Times in 1960 had relied heavily on articles 
that simply described what government officials had said and done the day before. That 
genre of story was increasingly hard to find in 1980. Yes, there was an article on the front 
page about California governor Jerry Brown, but it did not center on any official 
pronouncement he had made. Instead, it reported, to Brown’s likely annoyance, that his 
car might be seized to pay off medical claims against the state.13 Another front-page story 
reported on the shortage of safe-deposit boxes at U.S. banks, using that fact as an opening 
to explore Americans’ anxieties about inflation and crime.14 Not only did these two 
stories rely on the reporter’s initiative and the reporter’s voice far more than articles from 
1960, both of the bylines belonged to women—something that could not have occurred 
20 years earlier, when no female reporters worked on the main news staff. 
The political orientation of the L.A. Times also changed dramatically. In the 
edition of April 21, 1960, headlines in the first few pages played up the communist threat 
and hailed the efforts of Republican leaders and groups to combat it.15 The lead editorial 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Deborah Rankin, “The ‘Green Card’ and Housekeepers,” New York Times, April 17, 1980; Suzanne 
Slesin, “Traveling the Circuit of Spring House Tours,” New York Times, April 17, 1980; Helen Lawrenson, 
“Kitty Miller’s Last Party: Mementos of an Elegant Life,” New York Times, April 17, 1980. 
13 Claudia Luther, “A Little Blue Plymouth Has Brown Seeing Red,” Los Angeles Times, April 17, 1980, 1. 
14 Penny Girard, “Safe Deposit Boxes—No Vacancies at Banks,” Los Angeles Times, April 17, 1980, 1. 
15 Headlines included “DAR Warns President of Perils at Summit,” giving prominent coverage to the 
annual meeting of the right-wing Daughters of the American Revolution, and “Herter Lashes Out at 
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that day blasted the American Civil Liberties Union for proposing a police practices 
review board for Los Angeles—this represented a “usurpation of power” that could lead 
to “anarchy,” the paper warned.16 On April 17, 1980, by contrast, the headlines revealed 
no political favoritism, and the editorial page contained an appreciation of Jean-Paul 
Sartre, the French writer-philosopher—and radical leftist activist—who had died two 
days earlier. Drawings from each of the two L.A. Times editorial cartoonists appeared that 
day; one, by Paul Conrad, paid tribute to Sartre, while the other, by Frank Interlandi, 
implied that Ronald Reagan was telling lies on the campaign trail. 
***** 
This comparison of two major newspapers on randomly selected dates in 1960 
and 1980 hints at how dramatically the American press changed during those two 
decades. The following chapters will attempt to characterize the changes, explain why 
they occurred, and assess their impact.   
Chapter 1 addresses the press’s increasing focus on interpretation and analysis in 
news coverage, evident in the profusion of articles in which the reporter’s observations 
and judgments predominate. Although journalists had been talking about the need for 
interpretive reporting since the 1930s, they only began to put it into practice, gradually, in 
the second half of the 1950s. With Americans getting their news increasingly from 
television, radio, and weekly newsmagazines, newspapers needed to provide more 
complete, meaningful coverage: “to put the facts in perspective, to provide interpretation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Communists,” accompanying a large photo on page 3 of Secretary of State Christian Herter delivering a 
speech. 
16 “Anarchy Protects No One,” Los Angeles Times, April 21, 1960 
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in the news columns, not just on the editorial pages” as a journalism professor and former 
editorial writer urged in 1961.17 The newsmagazines, primarily Time and Newsweek, 
made interpretive reporting their trademark from their inception, and as TV news 
expanded in the 1960s, analysis and commentary constituted an increasing portion of the 
airtime. Throughout the 60s, delivering more interpretive coverage remained a top 
priority of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times as they attempted to stave off 
their competition. 
The press’s move toward interpretation contributed to deeper changes in 
American society and politics. For decades, scholars have argued that the initial years of 
the Cold War—from the end of World War II until the early 1960s—represented a time 
of widespread consensus in American public life.18 Although subsequent historians have 
pointed out that the consensus was far from universal, it nevertheless pervaded the 
country’s middle and upper classes. The press, by reporting in a straightforward manner 
on what the elites said and did, helped to create and sustain the Cold War consensus. The 
world as portrayed in the newspapers of the 1950s was certainly not untroubled, but it 
was relatively uncomplicated: statements were made, measures taken, reports issued. 
Interpretive reporting suggested that the superficial clarity of such news events masked 
ambiguities. It implied that the true meaning and significance of news events were neither 
self-evident nor universally agreed upon. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 John L. Hulteng, “Some Questions for the Future of Newspapers,” Nieman Reports, April 1961, 25. 
18 Prominent examples include Daniel Bell, The End of Ideology: on the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the 
Fifties (New York: Free Press, 1960) and Geoffrey Hodgson, America in Our Time: from World War II to 
Nixon—What Happened and Why (Princeton University Press, 1976). 
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The press did not foist this increasingly nuanced view of the world on readers 
who longed for simplicity. As New York Times executive editor Turner Catledge said in a 
1965 speech, a “revolutionary change” was reshaping newspaper audiences: “the 
knowledge explosion.” The typical reader, according to Catledge, “is much better 
educated, his interests are more sophisticated, his tastes are more likely to be 
international, he has a grounding in culture which the older generation did not have.”19 To 
be sure, the buyers of elite newspapers had always been relatively well-educated, but as 
of 1966, 48 percent of New York Times readers had never attended college.20 That number 
was sure to decrease considerably as the nation moved toward what the sociologist 
Daniel Bell termed “post-industrial society”—meaning the decline of semi-skilled 
occupations and “the pre-eminence of the technical and professional class,” a group that 
was growing twice as fast as the overall labor force in 1970.21 This burgeoning class of 
knowledge workers wished to understand the news in its full complexity. The newspaper 
publisher Charles Scripps, trying to explain in 1959 why magazine circulation was 
skyrocketing while newspaper circulation stagnated, said, “Our modern world is getting 
almost hopelessly complex and confusing. The people want someone to help them not 
only to know the events of the day—but to help them understand and relate them.” 
Magazines were satisfying this need, according to Scripps, but newspapers were not.22 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Draft text of Sigma Delta Chi Foundation Lecture by Turner Catledge, University of Kansas, December 
2, 1965, Harrison E. Salisbury Papers, box 535, folder 75, Columbia University Library. As Catledge’s 
choice of pronoun indicates, he envisioned the typical reader as male, as did most of his colleagues. 
20 Charlotte Curtis, memorandum to the staff, June 7, 1966, Charlotte Curtis Papers, box 7, folder 15, 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 
21 Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting (New York: Basic 
Books, 1973), 15, 17. 
22 Charles E. Scripps, “The Magazine Competition,” Nieman Reports, July 1959, 17-19. 
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Newspapers had resisted moving into the interpretive field because many 
journalists believed that interpretation in news articles ran counter to the profession’s 
most cherished principle: objectivity. The press’s efforts to reconcile interpretation and 
objectivity set off a pitched battle over what objectivity meant and whether or not it was a 
worthy ideal. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss this conflict, which had profound ramifications 
not only for the practice of journalism but also for American politics writ large.  
Chapter 2 shows how the press responded to a right-wing critique that, while 
novel at the time, retains a prominent place in conservative ideology today. Before 
interpretation became a major element of news reports, conservatives’ objections to the 
press centered on columnists and editorials expressing views they disliked. But by the 
late 1960s, many conservatives had adopted a viewpoint that was most forcefully 
expressed by Vice President Spiro Agnew in a series of speeches in 1969 and 1970. They 
believed journalists had abandoned objectivity and were slanting the news to reflect their 
left-wing biases. The managers of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times 
rejected this critique. While they acknowledged the left-wing leanings of their 
newsrooms, they maintained that reporters exercising professional judgment and editors 
guarding against bias usually kept the news coverage straight. Few conservatives were 
convinced, partly because the views expressed in editorials and by opinion columnists 
moved steadily leftward in the 1960s and 70s. As a senior New York Times editor 
lamented to his publisher in 1971, “the average reader still does not understand that there 
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is a separation of the Editorial and News departments.”23 (Or, perhaps, they understood 
the claim that these two departments were separate but refuse to believe it.) 
If the attacks from Agnew and his supporters had constituted the only major 
criticism leveled against the press, editors and publishers might have felt compelled to 
make more substantial changes. However, as Chapter 3 explains, the unprecedentedly 
vehement right-wing critique coincided with an equally vehement critique from the left, 
often coming from within the news profession. Many journalists, especially younger 
ones, argued that trying to achieve objectivity led to reporting that favored the 
Establishment and stifled the truth. They preferred a more opinionated style of journalism 
that could sometimes veer into advocacy. The management of The New York Times and 
L.A. Times felt strongly that they should take a balanced approach to the news; if their 
coverage had to be placed on an ideological spectrum, it should be squarely in the center. 
Therefore, the fact that partisans on each side found fault with their approach to 
objectivity helped convince them that they were pursuing the proper course. They 
accepted that some minor alterations might be required. At The New York Times, the 
definition of objectivity expanded to allow for a considerable degree of interpretation in 
news articles. At the L.A. Times, the term “objectivity” fell out of favor in the 1970s, as 
the publisher, editors, and many reporters thought its meaning had become too murky. 
They preferred to speak of “fairness.” Their definition of fairness, however, was almost 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Seymour Topping to Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, March 17, 1971, New York Times Company Records: 
Seymour Topping Papers, box 2, folder 11, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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identical to the way other journalists defined objectivity: refraining from advocacy, 
correcting for one’s personal prejudices, being even-handed.   
Although newspaper managers tried to strike a balance between two extremes—
the conservatives claiming that liberal bias had displaced objectivity and the New Leftists 
claiming that objectivity must be jettisoned—they paid more heed to critics on the left 
than to those on the right. They reasoned that the portion of their audience with whom the 
right-wing critique resonated was older, and their numbers declining, particularly in the 
circulation areas of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. Conversely, the 
young, well-educated readers these papers needed to attract in order to grow were 
presumably sympathetic to the radical ideas flourishing on college campuses in the 1960s 
and 70s. Executives laughed it off when angry conservatives wrote in to cancel their 
subscriptions, confident that the addition of new readers would more than offset the loss 
of some crotchety reactionaries.24 These disgruntled ex-subscribers would not be content 
unless news coverage reverted to the days before interpretive reporting or provided an 
blatantly conservative take on the news—measures that no editor at a major metropolitan 
newspaper in America would even consider. 
Partly because the press declined to make significant concessions to conservatives 
who believed it exhibited a liberal bias, conservative indignation continued to grow. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 William D. Weed to Norman Chandler, October 3, 1964, with attached notes from Nick Williams and 
Richard S. Robinson, Los Angeles Times Records, The Huntington Library, San Marino, CA, box 292, 
folder 1; Edward M. Davis to Otis Chandler, August 19, 1975, with attached note from Otis Chandler to 
Bert Tiffany, Los Angeles Times Records, box 440, folder 5; Bill Thomas to Otis Chandler and Robert D. 
Nelson (regarding subscriber cancellations), January 5, 1972, Los Angeles Times Records, box 395, folder 
9; Arthur Ochs Sulzberger to John B. Oakes, July 10, 1973, and July 24, 1973, John B. Oakes Papers, box 
14, folder labeled “Arthur Ochs Sulzberger: General Memos, 1963-73,” Columbia University Library. 
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Casting the “liberal media” as a foil was crucial to the self-perception of the New Right 
and to its rise. As many historians and other commentators have argued, the modern 
conservative movement has long viewed itself as an insurgent group being victimized by 
the liberal establishment.25 In this view, no institution is more emblematic of the liberal 
establishment and its power than the news media. By dismissing conservative 
complaints—although many journalists would concede that they had some validity—the 
press unwittingly fueled the modern conservative movement. 
But even as the press helped inspire the right, it also helped bolster the shrinking 
center. In the late 60s and throughout the 1970s, almost every major institution in 
American society experienced a crisis of authority. People lost faith in the effectiveness, 
trustworthiness, and essential value of not only government but also organized religion, 
education, corporations, even medical science.26 The press was no exception to this trend, 
yet its leaders continued to behave as if they enjoyed the public’s trust and spoke on 
behalf of all the people—news organizations that wished to retain a mass audience had 
little other choice. Whatever biases they perceived, most Americans recognized that the 
press meant to represent the vast middle of American politics. The press delineated the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 A few of the many examples: Robert O. Self, All in the Family: The Realignment of American 
Democracy since the 1960s (New York: MacMillan, 2012); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins 
of the New American Right (Princeton University Press, 2001); Thomas Frank, What’s the Matter With 
Kansas: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America (New York: MacMillan, 2004); Eugene Robinson, 
“Ben Carson and the Conservative Culture of Victimization,” Washington Post, November 9, 2015. 
26 See Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New 
York: Free Press, 2001), xv; Howard Brick, Age of Contradiction: American Thought and Culture in the 
1960s (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998), xv; Michael J. Lacey and Francis Oakley, eds., The Crisis of 
Authority in Catholic Modernity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); “Record Lows in Public 
Confidence,” Harris Survey Press Release, October 6, 1975, available at 
http://media.theharrispoll.com/documents/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-RECORD-LOWS-IN-
PUBLIC-CONFIDENCE-1975-10.pdf, accessed January 29,  2016.  
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boundaries of respectable political discourse and helped to define the areas of broad 
consensus in American life; it had performed these functions to a far greater degree in the 
1950s, but it continued to do so in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s. As the influence of “legacy 
media” (metropolitan newspapers, network news, national magazines) dwindled 
beginning in the 2000s, and the influence of more partisan and niche-oriented media 
grew, U.S. politics became more polarized and the center seemed to fade. Abandoning 
centrist news outlets in favor of ideological ones, Americans began enclosing themselves 
in “filter bubbles” or “information cocoons”; as a result, people with differing political 
views disagree not only about policy but also about basic, seemingly verifiable facts.27   
Chapter 4 pivots away from questions of objectivity and politics to address the 
most readily apparent change in newspapers between 1960 and 1980: the increased 
prominence of “soft news,” the unfairly dismissive label often applied to material meant 
to entertain readers or enrich their lives. This was the central element in the creation of a 
more reader-oriented newspaper—other elements included an increase in suburban 
coverage and in service material (such as entertainment listings and practical advice). As 
with the growth of interpretive journalism, the growth of soft news represented an effort 
to stave off competition from other media and to halt the decline in newspaper 
readership, especially among the young. Additionally, and equally important to 
newspaper finances, expanded soft-news sections provided an attractive new option for 
advertisers. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 See Eli Pariser, The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web Is Changing What We Read and How 
We Think (New York: Penguin, 2011), and Cass R. Sunstein, Infotopia: How Many Minds Create 
Knowledge (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 9-11, 97-102. 
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The change in the newspaper’s role, from informing readers to informing, 
entertaining, and serving them, corresponded to a shift in the American public’s primary 
role: from citizens to consumers. With the decline of political-party organizations and 
civic groups in the late 20th century, metropolitan newspapers—especially those with 
prestigious, national reputations, such as The New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times—became the primary link between voters and their community, state, and nation. 
The increasing amount of newspaper content about leisure activities and things to buy 
implied that the reader was being addressed primarily as a consumer, not as a citizen. For 
example, the Los Angeles Times in 1976 began including with every Tuesday’s paper a 
magazine called “You.” It would be “an exciting new concept in consumer information,” 
the promotional materials promised, with features devoted to hobbies, personal finance, 
personal health, romance, shopping, and do-it-yourself projects.28 This and similar 
offerings sent readers a clear message: the press, a major institution in American public 
life, caters to you—especially if “you” are someone with disposable income. 
As newspapers became increasingly reader-oriented, the scope of news broadened 
considerably. Important news, journalists began to realize, did not always revolve around 
government officials, business leaders, or prominent intellectuals. Social movements, 
changes in the culture, the condition of disadvantaged groups—these could be even more 
momentous. Articles on such topics began appearing with increasingly frequency in the 
1960s and 70s, and the trend continued into the 80s and 90s. The mainstream press had 
previously overlooked these stories in part because of the homogeneity of its newsrooms, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Promotional brochure for You magazine, n.d., Los Angeles Times Records, box 608, folder 17. 
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which comprised white men almost exclusively. Although white men would continue to 
predominate in positions of editorial responsibility throughout the 1970s and beyond, 
having to reckon with other perspectives helped them arrive at a different definition of 
what constituted important news. The process of making these institutions more inclusive 
did not always proceed smoothly, however, as Chapter 5 demonstrates. 
Chapter 5 examines how the movements for equality by women and racial 
minorities changed newsrooms and news coverage. The New York Times and the L.A. 
Times, like most employers and institutions, practiced systemic discrimination in the 
early 1960s. Women who wished to be reporters were restricted to writing about fashion, 
society, and the family; if there were any black reporters (the L.A. Times had none, The 
New York Times had between one and three), they covered the black community almost 
exclusively. The content reflected the the staffing: “women’s news” meant stories related 
to homemaking, and the meager amount of news about minority communities focused 
mainly on issues that might concern whites. Starting from this low bar, the situation 
improved considerably by 1980, thanks to pressure from within the newsroom and 
without. Women and minorities at The New York Times filed two separate discrimination 
lawsuits against the paper; a women’s caucus at the L.A. Times threatened to do the same. 
Gradually, both papers increased the number of women and minorities on their reporting 
staffs, although nearly all high-ranking editors continued to be white men.  
Newspapers’ efforts to improve their treatment of women and minorities varied in 
accordance with the political climate and with their journalistic goals. From the early 60s 
until the early 70s, the civil-rights movement, urban unrest, and Black Power struck 
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editors as major national stories of significant interest to all their (white) readers. They 
could not cover those stories effectively with an all-white staff, so hiring black reporters 
became a top priority, and the black reporters’ stories often made the front page. By the 
late 70s, the situation had changed. Most major newspapers had a handful of minority 
reporters on staff—still far below the proportion of minorities in the general population, 
but not an indefensibly low number. The Black Power movement had waned, and 
suburbanites had become disengaged, mentally and geographically, from the problems of 
the inner city—a phenomenon historian Kevin Kruse has called “suburban secession.”29 
Minorities and their grievances were perceived as a topic of special interest, not general 
interest. Editors wanted to have in-depth, quality stories on the topic occasionally, but it 
was no longer a priority. As C. Gerald Fraser, an African-American reporter at New York 
Times, said in 1979, “No one can succeed here as a reporter of black affairs because there 
is no interest in that subject.”30 
By contrast, newspaper managers treated women and their concerns dismissively 
throughout the 1960s. Hiring more women was an afterthought tacked on to memos about 
hiring more blacks. Coverage of the feminist movement depicted it as an amusing 
curiosity. Sexism was so deeply ingrained that The New York Times publisher, in a 1967 
Christmas message in the company newsletter, felt comfortable asking Santa for “shorter 
skirts on the young girls with the good legs and longer skirts on the ladies with the old 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Kevin Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton University 
Press, 2005), 234. See also Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, 
Rights, and Taxes on American Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992), 227-229. 
30 Nick Kotz, “The Minority Struggle for a Place in the Newsroom,” Columbia Journalism Review, 
March/April 1979, 28. 
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legs.”31 But as feminism gained support and legal victories in the 1970s, editors began to 
reevaluate news stories that they formerly considered marginal. That included not only 
stories about women’s political activism but also stories about women in the workplace, 
rape, abortion, parenting, and gender relations. Moreover, articles on such topics 
advanced the mission at many papers to broaden their reporting beyond the traditional 
arenas of government, politics, business, and sports with stories that would appeal to 
affluent suburbanites (especially women) and the younger generation. In an attempt to 
attract that audience and add some heft to their soft-news offering, editors often kept 
major stories having to do with women out of the main news section and published them 
instead on pages devoted mainly to entertainment, food, or lifestyle trends. To many, that 
amounted to a devaluation of such stories, and by 1980 this was the primary criticism that 
feminists raised about news coverage in The New York Times and the L.A. Times. Valid 
though that point is, a decade earlier it had been a secondary concern, given the many 
more flagrant examples of sexism that permeated most newspapers. 
As Chapter 5 shows, the “rights revolutions” of the 1960s and 70s resulted in 
significant, lasting changes in the press. But of even greater consequence was the anti-
establishment ethos that characterized the period from 1965 to 1975, and the rising 
skepticism among journalists and the public at large about the nation’s institutions and 
leaders. Chapter 6 describes and analyzes the fundamental change in the relationship 
between the press and the powerful. The press’s attitude shifted from deferential to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, “View from the 14th Floor,” Times Talk, December 1967, 4, New York Times 
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skeptical, often becoming outright adversarial. Although many people on the right would 
attribute this change to liberal bias, in truth it had less to do with journalists’ personal 
politics than with their professional practices. As far back as the muckraking era of the 
1890s, reporters had prided themselves on challenging the powerful—the newspaper’s 
role, according to a famous aphorism, was to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the 
afflicted.”32 The emphasis on this aspect of journalism faded during times of national 
crisis and consensus: the Great Depression, World War II, the early Cold War years. It 
came roaring back, however, in the late 1960s and early 70s, thanks to an unpopular war 
about which the government routinely lied, a presidential administration that treated the 
press as a political enemy, and an urge to “question authority” (as a prominent slogan of 
the era said) then permeating American society.  
This adversarial posture extended beyond coverage of Vietnam or the Nixon 
White House, however. Reporting on state and local government, law enforcement, 
business, and even sports became far tougher and more skeptical. By 1975, some editors 
and news executives believed the press had become too adversarial. As L.A. Times 
publisher Otis Chandler said that year, “the press…have gone bananas following 
Watergate. We seem to have lost our sense of balance, our sense of proportion.” 
Journalists had become consumed, he continued, with “the drive for the jugular, the 
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assumption that all politicians and all businessmen are crooks and thieves.”33 The 
pendulum swung back somewhat by 1980, but as evidenced by the sample issues of the 
L.A. Times and The New York Times discussed above, an adversarial edge remained.  
Adversarial journalism helped reinforce a broader public cynicism about powerful 
institutions, especially government. This cynicism, in turn, bolstered the anti-government 
philosophy of the right wing, which struck the conservative commentator Irving Kristol 
as highly ironic in 1975. He struggled to reconcile his belief that journalists had an 
ideological bias in favor of liberal big government with his observation that adversarial 
journalism undermined public support for liberal big government. “If government is 
unworthy of [the average citizen’s] confidence, why should he want more powerful and 
more extensive government?” asked Kristol in an opinion column.34 As I will argue, the 
answer to this apparent paradox is that professional norms, not ideological goals, dictated 
the tenor of news coverage. 
***** 
 The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times offer two ideal case studies to 
explore the changes in American journalism during the 1960s and 70s.35 The New York 
Times was (and is) almost universally regarded as the United States’ leading journalistic 
institution. Other news organizations looked to The New York Times as a model of the 
profession’s highest standards and practices. The subtitle of Gay Talese’s landmark 1969 
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35 A note on style: the word “the” is not capitalized or italicized before Los Angeles Times because it is not 
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history of The New York Times called it “the institution that influences the world,” but it 
was also the institution that influences the press, as countless other newspapers strove to 
emulate it.36  
 In 1960, The New York Times was one of seven major dailies published in New 
York City, along with three other high-brow broadsheets and three tabloids. It had the 
highest circulation of the broadsheets—roughly 686,000 during the week and 1,372,000 
on Sunday—and commanded the highest advertising rates of any paper, given the size 
and affluence of its readership.37 The editors aimed to be scrupulously fair and 
incomparably complete in their news coverage, adhering to slogans that publisher Adolph 
Ochs had adopted in the 1890s and 1900s: to “give the news impartially, without fear or 
favor,” and to be a “paper of record” providing “all the news that’s fit to print.” Long 
transcripts of speeches and official statements constituted a significant portion of news 
material—“The Times likes texts. We print more than anybody,” one editor proudly 
proclaimed in 1960.38 Interpretations and explanations of the news appeared only in the 
Sunday edition and on the editorial page, which espoused moderate positions usually 
aligned with the Democratic Party (although the paper endorsed Dwight Eisenhower for 
president both times he ran). One newspaper editor, summarizing the way many readers 
likely felt about the Times, remarked, “Some days I pick it up and I say, ‘I’m going to 
read you, you son of a bitch, if it kills me!’”39 
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Editors, October 1, 1960, 1. 
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 The top editors at The New York Times in the early-to-mid 1960s—Turner 
Catledge and Clifton Daniel, two courtly Southerners—wished to make the paper more 
readable, perhaps even enjoyable. They took tentative steps toward doing so (more 
analytical reporting, better writing, broader coverage), but the process kicked into high 
gear when A. M. (Abe) Rosenthal began rising through the newsroom ranks. A 
distinguished foreign correspondent for the Times, he returned to New York to become 
the paper’s metropolitan editor in 1963, earned a promotion to assistant managing editor 
in 1967, and became managing editor—in charge of the entire daily newspaper—in 1969. 
Seven years later, when the formerly separate Sunday edition merged with the daily, 
Rosenthal took the title of executive editor, overseeing all aspects of the news operation. 
A hard-driving, temperamental editor with a keen journalistic sense, Rosenthal bears 
more responsibility than any other individual for The New York Times’ transformation 
during the late 60s and the 1970s.40  
Rosenthal’s boss, publisher Arthur Ochs “Punch” Sulzberger—a grandson of 
Adolph Ochs who took over the paper’s business operations in 1963—rarely involved 
himself with news coverage. But on major issues, Sulzberger usually backed Rosenthal. 
Two occasions stand out. In 1971, Sulzberger agreed to publish material from the 
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Pentagon Papers, the military’s secret history of U.S. involvement in Vietnam; in 1976, 
exasperated with an editorial page he felt was too stridently liberal and anti-business, 
Sulzberger forced the page’s editor, his cousin John Oakes, into an early retirement and 
changed the composition of the editorial board—a move that met with the hearty 
approval of Rosenthal, who believed the editorials’ hectoring, left-wing tone undermined 
the newspaper’s reputation for objectivity. As publisher, Sulzberger concerned himself 
mainly with the paper’s financial health. Two newspaper strikes in New York—one in 
1962-63, the other in 1966—contributed to the demise of The New York Times’ main 
competitors in the local market, and by 1970, its daily circulation approached 1 million. 
The resolution of those strikes, however, left the Times with costly union contracts for 
production-department staff whose jobs might otherwise have been phased out due to 
new technology. In the mid-1970s, with operating costs rising precipitously at the same 
time as the overall economy declined and affluent New Yorkers fled to the suburbs, the 
paper faced its gravest financial crisis since Adolph Ochs had purchased it in 1896. It 
recovered quickly, however, thanks in large part to new special sections for each day of 
the week, devoted mainly to leisure interests such as food, entertainment, and the home. 
As The New York Times entered the 1980s, it was flourishing both financially and 
journalistically.41 
 The Los Angeles Times by 1980 had a reputation as one of the country’s three 
leading general-interest newspapers, alongside The New York Times and The Washington 
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Post. In 1960, however, most journalists considered it a parochial, reactionary rag. It 
employed few correspondents abroad, in Washington, or around the country, and its news 
coverage was unabashedly slanted to favor right-wing causes and politicians. The typical 
headline, some journalists liked to joke, was “L.A. Dog Chases L.A. Cat Over L.A. 
Fence.”42 Its editor-in-chief during the 1960s, Nick Williams, looking back on the paper’s 
earlier era, said it was “a propaganda organ…of the Republican Party.”43 Three 
generations of strong-willed publishers from the Chandler family had molded the paper 
into this shape, but fourth-generation publisher Otis Chandler, who took over in 1960, 
departed dramatically from the formula of his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather.  
Thanks largely to the phenomenal growth that the Los Angeles area experienced 
in the 20th century, the L.A. Times had always been highly profitable—in 1960, it led the 
country in advertising volume, as it had for many years running.44 Nevertheless, Otis 
Chandler, 32 years old upon becoming publisher, determined to remake his family’s 
paper. He may have feared that it could not maintain its success if it continued to put out 
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a mediocre, highly partisan product. But concerned though he was with profits, he cared 
even more about prestige. He wanted the Los Angeles Times to become as good as or 
better than The New York Times. To achieve that goal, Chandler needed to upgrade the 
staff and change the paper’s political orientation, which he did with the help of editor-in-
chief Nick Williams. Chandler made enormous investments in the quality and quantity of 
the L.A. Times newsgathering operation. The paper hired top journalists away from the 
country’s leading newspapers and magazines, offering not only ample salaries but also 
assurances that the formerly hidebound paper had made a new commitment to openness 
and even-handedness. The news staff doubled from 1961 to 1971, increasing even faster 
in high-visibility areas such as Washington reporters (three in 1962, eighteen in 1970) 
and foreign correspondents (one in 1962, twelve in 1965, more than twenty by the mid-
70s).45 In addition to adding more staff to cover the city of Los Angeles, the Times also 
greatly expanded its investment in “zoned” sections with news from each of L.A.’s 
sprawling suburban areas. Overall, the news budget increased from roughly $3 million to 
$12 million between 1960 and 1970.46 
 Moving the L.A. Times away from its traditional conservatism carried risks for 
Otis Chandler—he would alienate many longtime readers, certainly, but he would also 
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incur the wrath of his extended family, who might be able to oust him the board of 
directors. Nevertheless, he decided that the potential rewards—in prestige and in new 
readers—outweighed the risks. In 1962, the paper published a five-part exposé on the 
ultra-right-wing John Birch Society, infuriating Otis’s relatives, some of whom were 
members. In 1964, the editorial page endorsed the moderate Nelson Rockefeller over the 
staunch conservative Barry Goldwater in the Republican presidential primary, then 
offered only a tepid endorsement of Goldwater in the general election. That same year, 
the Times chose as its new editorial cartoonist the liberal Paul Conrad, whose scathing 
visual commentaries outraged Republican readers (and sometimes Democratic readers 
too). Chandler and Williams made their hires on the basis of talent, not politics—Conrad 
was, by consensus, the nation’s best cartoonist apart from The Washington Post’s 
Herblock—and oftentimes talented journalists happened to be committed liberals. By the 
end of the 1960s, although the editor-in-chief (Nick Williams) and editorial page director 
(James Bassett) were both moderate Republicans, the paper’s overall orientation was 
slightly left of center.  
A year and a half after his retirement, Nick Williams wrote to Otis Chandler’s 
mother, Dorothy “Buff” Chandler, an indomitable influence on the paper during her 
husband’s tenure as publisher (and to a lesser extent during her son’s). The overriding 
mission of his editorship, Williams said, was to gain “national prestige” for the L.A. 
Times. “The first essential of national prestige, and the fastest route to it, is a newspaper’s 
prestige among other journalists,” he explained. “So to gain the recognition of other 
journalists, two things had to be done. First, to begin recruiting—pirating—
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newspapermen with national reputations among their kind…. The second thing: 
newspaper prestige, not always but usually, is a function of liberal estimation. Most 
intellectuals are liberal, and editorial prestige depends on what intellectuals judge it to 
be.”47 Williams was oversimplifying somewhat, probably because he wished to justify the 
measures to which Buff Chandler objected most strongly: the paper’s leftward shift and 
its hiring of several high-profile journalists whom she disliked (Williams also, with 
characteristic modesty, failed to mention the importance of a savvy, far-sighted editor). 
But on the whole, Williams summed up his tenure accurately. He hired top-notch 
journalists and did not impede their work. He eliminated the conservative bias from the 
news pages, encouraged his expensive new staff to cover the news aggressively, and 
condoned the inclusion of more left-wing views on the editorial pages—exemplified by 
Paul Conrad’s cartoons. 
The L.A. Times earned more than simply prestige during the years of Otis 
Chandler and Nick Williams’ partnership, from 1960 to 1971. The daily paper’s 
circulation increased from 537,000 to 981,000, and its revenues rose from $63 million to 
more than $160 million.48 Management used those immense profits, in part, to reward the 
paper’s staff generously. Unlike most newspapers, the L.A. Times had never been 
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unionized, in large part because it paid higher salaries than its unionized competitors. By 
the 1970s, the jobs had become so cushy, with lavish pay and benefits, that people began 
referring to the paper as “the velvet coffin”—the staff stayed on until they retired or died. 
Nick Williams’s successor as editor-in-chief, Bill Thomas, continued to increase the 
Times’s prestige and profitability. He oversaw further expansion of the staff, a greater 
emphasis on investigative and “enterprise” journalism (ferreting out stories rather than 
simply responding to events), and an increase in soft-news coverage, including the same 
kind of special sections that The New York Times launched. Thomas advocated the 
concept of the newspaper as a daily news magazine: it would provide interpretive 
coverage on nearly every topic of interest to a wide audience, it would contain elegant 
writing by strong authorial voices, and it would provide useful information to help 
readers in their everyday lives. 
Comparing the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times during the 1960s and 
70s, some significant differences emerge. The L.A. Times was a “writer’s paper.” 
Journalists sometimes quipped that it was “edited with a shovel,” meaning that material 
was simply dumped onto the page without having been trimmed or refined—a luxury 
afforded by the vast amounts of advertising the paper brought in, which translated into 
vast amounts of editorial space to fill.49 That was an exaggeration, to be sure, but many of 
the paper’s most favored reporters had the freedom to write at great length, and editors 
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were discouraged from cutting or changing their copy substantially.50 The New York 
Times, by contrast, was an “editor’s paper.” Once again a newsroom quip may best 
illustrate what that meant: “They would scour the country for the most talented writers 
with the strongest voice, and then you would come in and they would beat it out of 
you.”51 Another harsh assessment, but indicative of the degree to which editors, mindful 
of the paper’s reputation, tried to impose uniformity on editorial content and to excise 
any perceived biases. The similarities between the two papers’ development during the 
1960s and 70s stand out far more than the differences, however. In their journalistic 
values, their changing approach to the news, and their response to business challenges, 
these two leading news organizations mirrored each other to a remarkable degree. 
****** 
 Apart from the state and, perhaps, organized religion, no institution influences the 
lives and views of so great a number of people as the mass media. Accordingly, 
numerous scholars have examined how journalists operate and what factors shape news 
content; this dissertation builds on their work. The most rigorous studies of journalistic 
values and practices have come from sociologists and other scholars using the 
sociological approach of embedding themselves in a newsroom, observing journalists at 
work, and interviewing them. Edward Jay Epstein, examining television news in the late 
1960s, found that journalists were sincerely committed to professionalism and non-
partisanship, but severely misguided in their belief that they could deliver an objective 
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“view from nowhere.” The demands of the television medium, economic considerations, 
and the journalists’ professional values—among them the notion that, “until proven 
otherwise, political figures of any party or persuasion are presumed to be deceptive 
opponents”—inevitably shaped the selection and presentation of stories.52 Compared to 
Epstein’s subjects, the journalists depicted in this dissertation showed more awareness of 
the pitfalls of objectivity and the impossibility of achieving it; had Epstein performed his 
research five or ten years later, he might have found different results. The adversarial 
attitude Epstein’s TV journalists express toward politicians, however, is more 
pronounced than that of the print journalists examined here. This may be attributable to 
the condensed format of TV news reports, which tend to lack impact unless they include 
an element of confrontation or a value judgment (good guys versus bad guys).  
 Like Epstein, sociologist Gaye Tuchman shows how professional values influence 
news content in her 1978 book Making News, which is based on observations of 
television and print journalists in the late 60s and mid-70s. She argues that journalists 
organize information into news by fitting it into certain preconceived categories, the most 
important of which is hard news versus soft news. Tuchman further demonstrates that the 
norms of news gathering and the generally accepted standards of newsworthiness result 
in a product that “legitimates the status quo.”53 Herbert Gans’s 1979 study, Deciding 
What’s News, builds on some of the points Epstein and Tuchman make, using the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Edward Jay Epstein, News from Nowhere: Television and the News (New York: Random House, 1973), 
215 (quote) and passim. 
53 Gaye Tuchman, Making News: A Study in the Construction of Reality (New York: Free Press, 1978), 47-
63, 216 (quote), passim. 
 	  32 
country’s two leading newsmagazines and two leading network-news operations as his 
case studies. Compared to Epstein’s subjects, those about whom Gans writes have a more 
nuanced take on objectivity, reflecting, perhaps, the fierce debate over it that played out 
between about 1968 and 1975 (which Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation discuss). Like 
Tuchman, Gans concludes that standard journalistic practices and values serve to uphold 
the existing political and social order, but whereas Tuchman delineates the categories into 
which journalists consciously sort stories (hard news, soft news, spot news, developing 
news, continuing news), Gans focuses on the subconscious calculations journalists make 
in order to assess a story’s newsworthiness (for example, the “moral disorder” story, “a 
hallowed tradition in modern American journalism”).54  
 Valuable though these studies are, they all present snapshots of American 
journalism at a given moment—unlike works of history, they do not set out to analyze 
change over time. Herbert Gans conducted two separate rounds of fieldwork, one 
between 1965 and 1969, the other in 1975. He concluded that “the world had changed 
between my two fieldwork periods, but the way journalists work had not.” That may have 
been true of the magazine and TV journalists Gans studied, but it was not true of the 
staffs of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. Authors cannot help but be 
influenced by the times in which they write, and although these sociological studies 
remain impressively relevant, they reflect the freewheeling ideological environment of 
the late 60s and early 70s, when many people on college campuses and in intellectual 
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circles believed in the possibility and desirability of radical social change.55 That climate 
may have conditioned them to overlook or dismiss signs of incremental changes which, 
as they accumulated, had far-reaching implications. The establishment press did not 
transform into the alternative press, but it nevertheless changed in fundamental ways. 
 Other authors discussing the press in the 1960s and 70s pay greater attention to 
the question of change over time. In his 1978 book Discovering the News, Michael 
Schudson, a sociologist who writes from a historical perspective, examines the evolution 
of American journalism’s professional ideals—especially objectivity—beginning in the 
1830s. Schudson’s final chapter addresses the revolt against objectivity and the rise of 
adversarial journalism in the 1960s and 70s. Unlike his colleagues who were writing 
around the same time, Schudson recognizes that the press was changing dramatically 
during these decades. He attributes the change to two main factors: a revolt against 
government efforts to manage the news and an adversary ethos seeping into journalism 
from the culture at large.56 This dissertation takes a broader and deeper view than does 
Schudson’s brief chapter on the 1960s and 70s, but regarding the points on which the two 
works overlap—the rise of adversarialism and the challenge to objectivity—my argument 
differs slightly from his. Although there was considerable hand-wringing among 
journalists about “news management” in the early 60s, Schudson overstates the impact 
this had on journalists’ attitudes toward those in power, which did not truly harden until 
the late 60s and early 70s. The mutually hostile relationship between the press and the 
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Nixon administration played a far greater role, as I argue in Chapter 6. Schudson’s 
concise discussion of the critique of objectivity remains insightful and convincing, even 
after nearly four decades. However, the 1970s-era challenge to objectivity was still 
underway as he was writing, and therefore it may have appeared more powerful than it 
was. While Schudson writes that objectivity “became a term of abuse,” its opponents 
never held the upper hand in most major newsrooms.57 With the benefit of hindsight, it 
becomes clear that, as Chapter 3 attempts to show, objectivity remained the dominant 
ideal of mainstream American journalism—but in a modified form that could be quite 
compatible with adversarial journalism. 
 Several authors have written specifically about The New York Times and the Los 
Angeles Times during in the 1960s and 70s, most of them journalists writing for a general 
audience. These books emphasize narrative rather than arguments, but some of the 
authors’ points relate to the arguments in this dissertation. Edwin Diamond, in Behind the 
Times, describes how The New York Times shifted its business model in the 1970s to 
target affluent suburban readers, especially women, despite its editors’ ambivalence about 
the change.58 His views correlate strongly with mine, but I argue in Chapter 4 that the 
developments Diamond discusses constitute one of several ways that the newspaper 
became more reader-oriented, part of a broader change in its role. Susan E. Tifft and Alex 
S. Jones, in their history of the Ochs-Sulzberger family, provide an insider’s view of the 
New York Times’s evolution from the 1890s to the 1990s. The portions dealing with the 
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1960s and 70s emphasize the most visible developments, such as the 1962-63 strike that 
shut down the paper for nearly four months, the Pentagon Papers case, the creation of the 
Op-Ed page and the four-section paper, and the appointment of top editors.59 As befits a 
book about the paper’s owners, it focuses on the perspective of New York Times 
executives, whereas this dissertation aims to combine the management perspective with 
an examination of lower-level dynamics in the newsroom.  
David Halberstam’s sprawling The Powers That Be tells the story of the L.A. 
Times and three other major news organizations over the course of the 20th century, 
emphasizing the interplay between political elites and elite news organizations. 
Halberstam details the process by which Otis Chandler and Nick Williams made the L.A. 
Times into a world-class newspaper and the internal conflicts they had to resolve along 
the way, within the newsroom and within the Chandler family. It is a revealing and 
perceptive account, but it focuses almost exclusively on political coverage. Robert 
Gottlieb and Irene Wolt take a broader view in Thinking Big, a thoroughly researched 
monograph on the L.A. Times and its history, but their one-note argument—that the paper 
has always existed primarily to serve the interests of the powerful—undermines the 
book’s effectiveness.60 As with some of the sociologists above, the political climate of the 
early 70s may have led Gottlieb and Wolt to form unrealistic expectations about what a 
mass-audience newspaper could and should be, and therefore to downplay the 
significance of developments that were evolutionary rather than revolutionary.  
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60 Gottlieb and Wolt, Thinking Big, passim. 
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This work’s aims differ from those mentioned above. Although I tell a story about 
the evolution of two newspapers over the course of two decades, I do not claim to present 
a complete narrative account. Although I discuss at length the factors that shape news 
coverage, I do not expound an overarching theory about how news stories in general get 
constructed. My goal is to identify the defining characteristics of mainstream American 
journalism since the 1980s, and to explain how and why they came about. Few other 
scholars have attempted to address this issue in a systematic way, but it is central to the 
study of this entire era in U.S. history, during which the news media has exerted 
enormous influence on politics and society. I hope my work, in addition to contributing to 
a greater understanding of the past, will inspire others to ask similar questions. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The Press Adapts (Slowly) to the “Crisis of Meaning” 
 
 
To mark the 25th anniversary of its founding, the Associated Press Managing 
Editors Association in 1958 invited the esteemed journalist Louis M. Lyons to give a 
speech about how newspapers had changed in the previous quarter-century. If they 
expected some grand pronouncement about progress and dynamism, Lyons did not 
oblige. “A candid look at the last 25 years,” he said, “would show them as…largely a 
holding operation.”1 The subsequent two decades would be anything but. A torrent of 
change engulfed the press in the 1960s and 70s, and the first trickles came in the years 
leading up to Lyons’s speech. Little by little, journalists began to realize that they were 
not fulfilling their essential purpose: giving people the information they needed and 
wanted. They had failed to adapt to two crucial changes in their world. First, other forms 
of media—especially television—took over newspapers’ role of describing what had 
happened the day before. Second, the consensus that defined American political life 
during World War II and the early Cold War had begun to crack. Readers were eager for 
a more nuanced take on the news, and reporters were eager to provide it. 
In response, newspapers altered their approach in fundamental two ways. They 
added more interpretation to news articles, and they broadened their definition of 
important news. A typical front-page article in the 1950s recounted what a powerful 
figure (the president, for instance) said or did; the reporter would quote the person at 
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length, provide some basic background information, then perhaps quote other prominent 
people. By the 1970s, however, articles were far more likely to include the reporter’s 
interpretation of the motivations behind the president’s actions, as well as their possible 
ramifications. And while news about presidents and politics continued to make the front 
page, the range of topics that became page-one material or received detailed coverage 
inside the paper widened considerably over time. 
 Several scholars have analyzed news content and discovered that it became more 
interpretive in the second half of the 20th century. Examining the front pages of The New 
York Times, The Washington Post, and the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel, Michael 
Schudson and Katherine Fink found a marked increase in what they called “contextual 
stories” (those that are “explanatory in nature” and go “beyond the who-what-when-
where of a recent event”) and a concomitant decline in “conventional stories.” Whereas 
conventional stories outnumbered contextual ones by more than 10-to-1 in 1955, by 2003 
the ratio had become roughly 1-to-1. The shift “was most pronounced between 1955 and 
1979.”2 Kevin Barnhurst and Diana Mutz performed a similar analysis, looking at three 
newspapers at 20-year intervals from 1894 to 1994. The categories of news they 
considered—crime, accidents, and employment—seem least ripe for interpretation, yet 
the results showed that the “emphasis on analysis and context” increased steadily from 
1894 to 1974, with the biggest jump coming between 1954 and 1974.3 Thomas Patterson 
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took a narrower view, examining front-page stories about presidential elections in The 
New York Times between 1960 and 1992. He concluded that in 1960, more than 90 
percent of stories relied on a descriptive rather than interpretive framework, but by 1976, 
interpretive stories accounted for more than half of the total.4  
Although the broadening of news coverage has received less attention from 
scholars, several studies confirm the shift (as does even a casual comparison of a 
newspaper from 1960 with one from 1980). Carl Sessions Stepp compared issues of 
several “mid-range” American newspapers from the early 1960s with issues of the same 
papers from the late 1990s. Among the primary differences, he concluded, “front pages 
are more featurized” and “hard news now gets relatively lower priority for space.” He 
also found that business, science, and sports received more front-page coverage in the 
90s.5 Stephen Hess examined front pages of The New York Times at 10-year intervals 
beginning in 1965 to determine what percentage of articles were about politics or 
government—the figure declined from 84 percent in 1965 to 73 percent in 1975 and 63 
percent in 1985.6 Schudson and Fink also found that the percentage of front-page stories 
on politics and government in The New York Times decreased significantly from 1955 to 
1979 (although the other two papers they examined showed no such clear trend).7 
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Review, September 1999, 60-73. 
6 Stephen Hess, “The Decline and Fall of Congressional News,” in Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. 
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Scholars have offered various explanations for the increase in interpretive 
journalism: higher levels of education among journalists, the perceived complexity of the 
news, the influence of television, and changes in newsroom culture, among others. 
Examining what leading journalists said, wrote, and did at the time, however, suggests 
that these factors came together in a specific way to spur the adoption of interpretive 
reporting and the broadening of news coverage. Competition from radio and news 
magazines awakened some journalists to the need for interpretation in news articles as 
early as the 1930s. But the idea did not gain momentum until the 1950s, when the rise of 
television heightened competition and McCarthyism laid bare the inadequacy of 
conventional objective reporting. At the same time, the increased competence of reporters 
and the increased skepticism and sophistication of newspaper readers made interpretive 
journalism more practicable. Many newspaper journalists in the 1950s declared that the 
world was becoming “more complicated,” necessitating a more interpretive style of 
reporting.8 In part, this was simply a means of justifying a controversial new practice 
without having to admit that it stemmed from the fear that TV and magazines would soon 
make them irrelevant. But it also expressed a nebulous awareness that, even among the 
fairly homogeneous audience of elite-newspaper readers, people could no longer agree on 
the meaning of the news.  
*****   
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Journalists would wrestle with the question of interpretive reporting throughout 
the 1950s and 60s, but it had troubled some of them much earlier. Writing in the 1920s, 
Walter Lippmann noted the defects of conventional reporting. “News and truth are not 
the same thing, and must be clearly distinguished,” he said in Public Opinion (1922), 
adding that “subtler and deeper truths” almost never found their way into print.9 In a 
follow-up book three years later, Lippmann declared, “No newspaper reports [the average 
citizen’s] environment so that he can grasp it.”10 However, Lippmann seems to have 
considered these problems intrinsic to the press, and he did not propose interpretive 
reporting as a solution. Calls for interpretive reporting began to be issued in the following 
decade. The American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) in 1933 urged editors to 
“devote a larger amount of attention and space to explanatory and interpretative news”; in 
1938, journalism professor Curtis MacDougall published a textbook titled Interpretative 
Reporting.11 But apparently these guidelines were observed mainly in the breach, as 
studies have shown only a small uptick in the percentage of analytical or contextual news 
articles in the 1930s and 40s.12 Furthermore, while ASNE and Curtis MacDougall 
considered interpretive reporting a good thing, that belief was far from universal. As late 
as 1961, when Los Angeles Times editor-in-chief Nick Williams made the case for 
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11 Michael Schudson, Discovering the News: A Social History of American Newspaper (New York: Basic 
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interpretive reporting to the California Newspaper Publishers Association, he prefaced 
his remarks by mentioning his “trepidation” about tackling such a controversial issue.13 
The dawn of the atomic age and the Cold War, however, caused many people to 
rethink the press’s responsibilities. During World War II, Time Inc. publisher Henry 
Luce had assembled a commission of experts led by University of Chicago chancellor 
Robert Hutchins to report on freedom of the press in the U.S. The Hutchins Commission 
Report, released in 1947, concluded that press freedom was in danger, in large part 
because the news media were not providing “a service adequate to the needs of the 
society.” The first requirement of the American press, the report stated, was to provide “a 
truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent account of the day’s events in a context that gives 
them meaning.” Without that context, isolated “facts” could be misleading and untrue, 
the Hutchins Commission argued, and therefore the norms of news reporting must 
change. In a line that subsequent advocates of interpretive reporting often quoted, the 
commission declared, “It is no longer enough to report the fact truthfully. It is now 
necessary to report the truth about the fact.”14 
James “Scotty” Reston of The New York Times was one of the first prominent 
journalists to advocate and expand upon that view. The paper’s leading political 
correspondent in the 40s and 50s, he would go on to become Washington bureau chief, 
executive editor, and a columnist. Instead of merely reporting what officials said and did, 
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Reston often included his informed judgments about their motivations and strategies, 
along with broad analyses of the geopolitical scene. Previously The Times had permitted 
such analytical articles only in the Sunday edition—in the New York Times Magazine and 
the Week in Review section. Sunday editor Lester Markel began advocating for 
interpretation in the 1920s, but not until 1935 did publisher Adolph Ochs acquiesce.15 
Reston’s interpretive dispatches for the daily paper initially covered international affairs, 
but in the 1950s, he began applying the same techniques to domestic politics. Casting 
judgments about American leaders was far more sensitive than playing Kremlinologist or 
analyzing the British prime minister’s cabinet appointments. For instance, in 1952, Times 
publisher Arthur Hays Sulzberger objected to an analytical article Reston wrote about 
presidential candidate Dwight Eisenhower, whom Sulzberger supported. In defending 
himself and his article, Reston reminded Sulzberger that he had written similarly tough 
articles about the Democratic candidate, Adlai Stevenson. Combining the old principle of 
balance with the new principle of interpretive reporting, Reston wrote, “A case can be 
made that there should be no critical analysis in the news columns—though I would 
consider that a great mistake, since this is about the only thing the television camera does 
not seem to be able to do as yet—but if we are to print critical analysis of one 
[candidate], surely we must do so of the other.”16 
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Reston presumably convinced the publisher, because he continued writing critical 
analyses, and other senior correspondents, such as military specialist Hanson Baldwin, 
soon gained the privilege too.17 It took time, however, for the form to become 
standardized. In the mid-1950s, the editors began inserting the words “an analysis” or “an 
appraisal” into the sub-headlines of major interpretive stories, and setting the headlines in 
italics in order to distinguish them from the other articles on the page.18 By 1958, the 
editors decided to make the distinction even clearer. They indented a portion of the text at 
the beginning of the article and inserted a box that read, “News Analysis”—a usage that 
continues in The New York Times to this day.19  
Reston urged other newspaper editors to emulate The New York Times in allowing 
reporters more leeway to interpret the news. Addressing the Associated Press Managing 
Editors in 1948, he echoed the Hutchins Commission, saying, “The world is getting more 
complicated every year. Explanatory writing is the field in which we can excel. You 
cannot merely report the literal truth. You have to explain it.”20 Apart from his speeches, 
the example that Reston set inspired other reporters. As his protégé (and later New York 
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Times executive editor) Max Frankel recalled, “Those of us knocking at newspaper doors 
in the 1950s aspired to be not just stenographic reporters but ‘correspondents’ like 
Reston.” Devouring Reston’s “illuminating prose” and observing the contrast between 
that and conventional news articles, Frankel and other young journalists began to realize 
“that many newspapers too often assaulted readers with facts and quotes without 
exploring what they meant.”21  
Reston was surely influential in advocating interpretive reporting, but the man 
who influenced journalists the most did so unintentionally. The spectacle of Senator 
Joseph McCarthy, whose wild accusations about communist agents inside the U.S. 
government made him an overnight sensation, convinced many journalists that American 
reporting practices were badly broken. The famous radio commentator Elmer Davis 
declared in 1953 that “the rise of McCarthy has compelled newspapers of integrity to 
develop a form of reporting which puts into context what men like McCarthy have to 
say.”22 This new form of reporting had to mix fact and interpretation. “Dead-pan 
objectivity” devoid of analysis, Davis said, “makes the news business merely a 
transmission belt for pretentious phonies.”23 By the early 60s, it was conventional 
wisdom among journalists that McCarthy’s rise had exposed the flawed practices of an 
earlier era.24 A 1961 article about the difficulty of reporting intelligently on foreign 
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affairs began: “The case of Joe McCarthy is the most spectacular example of how an 
unscrupulous politician can parlay bogus stories into headlines, because what a Senator 
says is ‘news,’ because reporters are inhibited from inserting evaluative opinions, and 
because time may be lacking to check before filing.”25 As that author and many other 
journalists had come to believe since the McCarthy era, politicians’ statements must be 
scrutinized, and reporters must evaluate the news rather than simply describing it. 
Journalists’ political leanings also factored into this new mindset about 
interpretation. McCarthyism was most threatening and disturbing to those who might 
become its targets: liberal reformers, left-wing intellectuals, supporters of the Depression-
era Popular Front coalition of leftist parties. As a group, American journalists then and 
now tend to be more opposed to be more liberal (in contemporary terms) than the 
population at large.26 Therefore they identified more strongly with McCarthy’s opponents 
than with his supporters, and determined never again to allow a flawed journalistic 
practice to enable the rise of a politician they found so abhorrent. Among journalists, 
1950s liberals such as Elmer Davis and syndicated columnist Max Lerner were among 
the earliest and most fervent proponents of interpretive reporting. In 1961, Lerner 
provided Editor & Publisher with what he called “A Newspaperman’s Credo.” The first 
element of the credo was to be accurate, but the second was to be interpretive. Lerner 
wrote, “[A newspaperman] has the obligation, whenever the facts or events do not speak 
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for themselves, to give the frame within which their meaning becomes clear. This may be 
a frame of history, or a broader interpretive frame of fact.”27  
Conservatives, on the other hand, saw no need for reporters to interpret the news. 
During the 1960 presidential campaign, for example, the editor of the right-wing San 
Diego Union, Richard Pourade, set up “a special operation” to screen wire-service 
articles “for every sign of bias, slanting, and interpretative [sic] reporting”—three things 
that he apparently believed went hand in hand. He sent a batch of examples to L.A. Times 
editor-in-chief Nick Williams—all of them either favorable to John F. Kennedy or 
damaging to Richard Nixon—with a note that said, “This is the result of interpretive 
writing.”28 Williams, a moderate Republican, shared Pourade’s concern about biased 
articles, but he did not attribute it to interpretive reporting, of which he was a strong 
defender. In a speech the following year, Williams argued that “reporting has to be 
interpreting,” and that interpretive writing often “comes much nearer the truth than any 
so-called factual reporting could do.” Editors who claimed to be opposed to 
interpretation, Williams suggested, actually just “do not like the way their reporters are 
writing. And my answer to that problem is as simple as a severance check.”29 
Journalists may have been sincere in their devotion to revealing the truth and 
serving the American public, but baser considerations also influenced the decision to 
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embrace interpretive reporting.30 After all, that decision rested with publishers and senior 
editors who were responsible for the financial health of their enterprise. In 1952, when 
Scotty Reston pleaded in favor of interpretation to his boss, New York Times publisher 
Arthur Hays Sulzberger, he did not dwell on the nature of truth or the malleability of 
facts. Reston told Sulzberger, “A case can be made that there should be no critical 
analysis in news columns—though I would consider that a great mistake, since this is 
about the only thing the television camera does not seem to be able to do as yet.”31 Others 
noted that competitive pressures came from several corners, not only TV. Charles 
Scripps, chairman of the newspaper chain that bore his name, warned in 1959 that readers 
were abandoning newspapers for magazines. While nationwide newspaper circulation 
had declined slightly in the previous two decades, magazine circulation had skyrocketed. 
To reverse this trend, Scripps wrote, newspapers needed “to do better, more interpretive 
and expository writing.” He continued, “Our modern world is getting almost hopelessly 
complex and confusing. The people want someone to help them not only to know the 
events of the day—but to help them understand and relate them. This job of helping 
people understand is the journalistic area that magazines have been moving into in recent 
years.” Newspapers, he said, needed to follow suit.32  
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Throughout the late 1950s and the 60s, journalists arguing for more interpretive 
reporting mentioned the complexity of the world and the competition from other news 
media. “The press has lost to radio and television the first impact of a news event,” wrote 
Louisville Courier-Journal publisher Barry Bingham in 1959. Therefore, he said, 
“Newspapers must do what television cannot or does not do,” which meant “covering the 
news better, more fully, and in greater depth.”33 The press faced a “crisis of meaning,” 
declared Arizona Republic managing editor J. Edward Murray in 1961. He explained, 
“The changes in the world are coming faster and faster, and newspapers are doing no 
better than anyone else in keeping up with them.” This demanded reporting with “more 
depth, more perspective, more interpretation and explanation.”34 In a 1966 memo about 
his company’s future, Los Angeles Times publisher Otis Chandler wrote, “Let us face it, 
many people do not need The Times or any other newspaper. They get their hard news 
from other media and many even wait for specialized magazines for recaps and 
interpretations of the news.”35 In 1968, a Chicago Sun-Times editor complimented a New 
York Times editor on what he considered an especially good interpretive article about the 
presidential campaign. “With that kind of campaign story, we’ll all beat the electronic 
apes yet,” the Chicago editor wrote.36 
Agreement among journalists about the merits of interpretive reporting was much 
greater in the early 60s than it had been in the 1930s and 40s, but some still opposed it. In 
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1961, Louisville Courier-Journal executive editor James S. Pope took to the pages of the 
Columbia Journalism Review to offer an extended rebuttal of the practice. He 
acknowledged that interpretive reporting arose from a “benevolent” intent: “Newspapers 
faced rough competition from television and ‘news’ magazines; they should respond by 
giving readers more, better information. Very admirable. A good, good invention. But 
then something Frankensteinish happened.” When interpretive reporting took root, he 
said, “The basic news-editorial duality sought by good newspapers for decades began to 
fade,” and editors began receiving “copy in which news is intermingled with the writer’s 
personal notions about it.” There was no room in Pope’s view for a new category of 
reporting between straight news and editorial such as Reston suggested. “A label like 
‘News Analysis’ is cryptic, and seems to be inadequate to expose what is often outright 
editorial-page matter,” Pope wrote. “To fight the seepage of opinion into news has never 
been easy; now it ranks as total war.”37 
Pope seems to have recognized, however, that his was a minority view and that 
interpretive reporting was already well-entrenched. He wrote in the present tense that 
“news now gets considerable interpretation before you know what it is” and admitted that 
views he abhorred “have gained credence among eminent editors.”38 He represented an 
ultra-traditionalist perspective; when mentioning the competition from news magazines, 
he put the word “news” in quotation marks, indicating that he did not consider the likes 
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of Time and Newsweek to be true purveyors of news (presumably because of their 
emphasis on analysis).  
One senior figure at The New York Times shared Pope’s views: John Oakes, the 
editorial-page editor and cousin of publisher Arthur Ochs (“Punch”) Sulzberger. As the 
man in charge of the lone section of the paper explicitly dispensing opinions, he regarded 
any feints toward interpretation as trespassing on his turf. Moreover, he felt that 
tampering with the line between news and opinion would undercut the paper’s credibility 
and objectivity. Other New York Times editors worried about what James Pope had called 
“the seepage of opinion into news,” but Oakes’s expansive definition of opinion included 
what most others considered interpretation. He regularly pleaded with his cousin the 
publisher to crack down on what he called “editorialization.” In a 1963 letter, Oakes 
wrote, “I suppose I am butting my head against a stone wall; but again I feel I must call 
your attention to the editorialization in the news columns, which in my view is steadily 
eroding the Times’ reputation for objective news reporting.” Punch Sulzberger forwarded 
the letter to the editor-in-chief, who disputed that there was any trend toward 
editorializing. Responding to Oakes, Sulzberger wrote, “I guess my philosophy lies 
somewhere between the two of you. I don’t want to see editorializing in the news 
columns, but I would give a far wider latitude in this complex day and age to the reporter 
in permitting him to explain complicated problems.”39 
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Many leading journalists shared Sulzberger’s cautious approach. They accepted 
the desirability of interpretive reporting while stressing the need to guard against crossing 
the line into outright opinion. “I recognize the danger of deviating from the straight and 
narrow road of objectivity,” said Ernest Linford, the chief editorial writer of the Salt Lake 
Tribune in a 1955 speech. When reporters with “strong prejudices” and “a cavalier 
attitude toward truth and responsibility” attempt interpretive reporting, Linford said, 
“they may do more damage than if they had not tried to explain the news.” And yet, he 
argued, “One-dimensional news reporting is inadequate now that the world has grown so 
complicated and news is recognized as confused and often ambiguous.”40 Elmer Davis 
acknowledged that interpretive reporting “entails serious dangers,” even for skilled and 
well-intentioned journalists: 
The good newspaper, the good news broadcaster, must walk a tightrope between 
two great gulfs—on one side the false objectivity that takes everything at face 
value and lets the public be imposed on by the charlatan with the most brazen 
front; on the other, the “interpretive” reporting which fails to draw the line 
between objective and subjective, between a well-established fact and what the 
reporter or editor wishes were the fact. To say that is easy; to do it is hard.41 
 
The dangers and difficulties inherent in interpretive reporting made much of the 
press slow to embrace it. The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times were relatively 
early adopters, but their editors found it necessary to continue stressing interpretation as a 
priority well into the 1960s. In January 1962, L.A. Times managing editor Frank 
McCullough made a list of his primary goals for the coming year. His foremost editorial 
objective, he said, was “To seek stories that tell not only what happened but why it 
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happened, and what it means to the reader.”42 In a 1966 memo to publisher Otis Chandler 
about how to attract and retain readers, editor-in-chief Nick Williams had a suggestion 
for fending off the competition from television: “Since we cannot match TV’s capability 
for the live picture, we must then concentrate on a comparatively GREATER skill in the 
wordage, and in programming the substance of our interpretives, and in giving them 
comparatively greater insight than the TV boys give them.”43  When New York Times 
managing editor Clifton Daniel solicited suggestions in 1966 for how to change the 
paper, Abe Rosenthal (who would succeed Daniel as managing editor three years later) 
suggested working harder at “explaining reasons and motivations for events; relating one 
event to another instead of, as often now, reporting things in a vacuum.”44 In 1968, New 
York Times Sunday editor Daniel Schwartz referred to the introduction of interpretive 
reporting as an ongoing effort, telling John Oakes, “I believe that there is among 
progressive newspapers an increasing effort to give the news in depth and breadth, to 
help the reader understand not just what happened yesterday, but why and how it 
happened and what it means in the long-range context.”45 
Nevertheless, by the mid-1960s most mainstream journalists and commentators 
accepted interpretive reporting. In 1967 Irving Kristol, a founding father of 
neoconservatism, argued that objective journalism without analysis was “a rationalization 
for ‘safe’ and mindless reporting.” He continued, “To keep a reporter’s prejudices out of 
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a story is commendable; to keep his judgment out of a story is to guarantee that truth will 
be emasculated.”46 This was a key distinction. Like most advocates of interpretive 
reporting, Kristol wished to redefine objectivity, not to dismiss it entirely. Some 
traditionalists, on the other hand, would brook no changes to their most cherished ideal, 
and they based their opposition to interpretive reporting on the threat it posed to 
objectivity. James Pope, for example, scolded editors who believed the “fallacy” that 
“news-column interpretation is proper if it is objective,” reminding them that “by 
definition interpretation is subjective.”47  
Many others, however, felt they could tweak the definition of objectivity so that it 
would encompass interpretive articles. The editor Wallace Carroll wrote in 1955 about 
the “seven deadly virtues” of the press—the very first being objectivity. Immediately 
after calling it “deadly,” however, Carroll admitted that objectivity was “a fine ideal,” 
because it was based on the laudable goal of preventing journalists’ personal feelings 
from affecting the presentation of the news. He explained, “I have no objection to the 
ideal itself but only to our rigid and almost doctrinaire interpretation of objectivity.” If 
that interpretation changed to accommodate “three-dimensional reporting,” Carroll 
implied, objectivity would no longer be deadly.48 The same year in the same publication, 
Ernest Linford argued, “Objectivity is still a good thing but it is not enough anymore.”49 
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Elmer Davis deplored “dead-pan objectivity” but added that “we should be much worse 
off” with no objectivity at all.50  
The Associated Press in the 1960s remained doggedly devoted to objectivity, 
which it is often credited with having invented in the 19th century. Yet even the AP 
accepted interpretive reporting, as long as it remained distinct from traditional AP 
dispatches. As the AP general manager explained in 1962, “Spot news…is no longer 
enough. The worldwide public needs to know the ‘why’ of complex news situations; 
people need the background and appraisal which qualified specialists and experienced 
newsmen can provide.” To that end, the wire service had recently introduced interpretive 
articles labeled “an AP news analysis.”51 Clifton Daniel of The New York Times, in a 
1960 speech, dismissed the controversy over interpretive reporting:  
Again and again these days we hear that factual reporting is not enough, that 
objectivity is out of date, that the news has become so complex that it must be 
explained, that interpretation is now necessary. A good deal of this talk is 
nonsense. Of course the news should be explained. There is nothing new about 
that. The news has always required interpretation, but interpreting the news does 
not exclude the possibility of objectivity in reporting it. As I have said, a reporter 
knows pretty well when he is being objective, and so does his editor.52 
 
Daniel may have been oversimplifying the situation. In his own newspaper, news 
was rarely explained or interpreted except in two discrete sections on Sundays, the Week 
in Review and the New York Times Magazine. The executive editor at the time, Turner 
Catledge, recalled in his memoir that he and other editors struggled with the idea of 
interpretive reporting. “My background was that of a ‘hard news’ man,” he wrote. “I had 
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not been an advocate of news analysis.” He claimed that the increasing complexity of the 
news, along with the competition from television, changed his mind.53 However, Gay 
Talese’s explanation for Catledge’s embrace of interpretation likely comes nearer to the 
truth: Talese attributes it entirely to the “serious new threat” of television.54 The notion 
that prior to the 1950s and 60s, news had been simpler and required less explanation, was 
a justification for interpretive reporting, not a real motivation. People in every generation 
perceive the world to be far more complex than in the past. But citing the need to provide 
meaning in a time of confusion enabled journalists to ascribe their changing practices to 
high-minded ideals rather than crass commercialism.  
 
***** 
Simply adding more interpretation to news articles, however, would not be 
enough to help readers make sense of a complicated world and to stave off the 
competition from TV, magazines, and radio. In addition to changing how they reported 
the news, editors wanted to change what they reported as news. The front-page mainstays 
of politics, government, and war were not the only important stories. As for accidents, 
crime, and scandal, they came to be considered tabloid fodder at high-brow papers like 
The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. The way forward, said Turner Catledge 
in a 1965 speech, was to adapt to “the knowledge explosion,” by which he meant the 
increasing education level of readers and the increasing complexity of the information 
they had to digest. As a result, Catledge argued,  
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Newspapers must throw away old definitions of what makes news—petty crime, 
local fires, the chitchat which provided so much of the stuff of our father’s 
newspaper. Today the prime subjects of news are those which are on the frontiers 
of man’s expanding knowledge: cybernetics, the new mathematics, the structure 
of the chromosome, the deep philosophical and religious implications of man’s 
expanded universe, the tidal movements in human relations, such as we have 
witnessed in the civil rights struggle in this country, [the] evolution [in] the 
Roman Catholic Church,… the complex splintering and elaboration of Marxism 
in many parts of the world.55 
 
Other editors had been making similar arguments. To address the “crisis of 
meaning” said J. Edward Murray of the Arizona Republic in 1961, newspapers had to 
provide not only more interpretive reporting but also “better selection of stories.” He 
elaborated: “First, more science, more education, more economics, more religion. More 
serious, useful news generally. Second, less perishable news that is only entertaining and 
time-consuming. Less spot news whose only virtue is its meaningless immediacy. Less 
crime and catastrophe that is like all the other crime and catastrophe.”56 
Los Angeles Times publisher Otis Chandler had a similar prescription in 1964 for 
newspapers that wished to thrive in the future. Addressing the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors, he recommended “less emphasis on cheap crime and sensational 
news. This type of news play does not hold readers.” Instead, “a greater news package 
should be the basic core of your product, along with detailed reports on the meaning of 
the news.” That package, he said, should include not only spot news but also “trends in 
government, water, air pollution, automation, civil rights, schools, freeways—special 
interest material having to do with people and how they live, think, react.” As 
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justification for these changes, he made the obligatory reference to pressure from other 
media: “The major challenge to metropolitan newspapers is that today television, radio, 
and magazines are providing stiff competition.”57  
The need for interpretive reporting and the need for a broader selection of stories 
reinforced each other. If an article about science, economics, or (in Catledge’s words) 
“the deep philosophical and religious implications of man’s expanded universe” were to 
be comprehensible and interesting, the reporter would have to provide plenty of 
explanation. At the same times, topics that had once been considered fairly 
straightforward—like politics and foreign affairs—became subject to greater 
interpretation too. Rather than simply describing what was said or done the previous day 
in inverted-pyramid style (providing the most basic information at the top, then arranging 
the remaining details in order of their importance), news articles needed to draw the 
reader in and provide insights that could not be gleaned from TV or radio reports. This 
also meant that news articles would need to become longer—although editors stressed the 
need for concise reporting and writing, multiple studies have shown that the average 
length of news articles increased enormously in the 1960s and 70s.58 
 So in addition to interpreting the familiar news topics and knowledgeably 
explaining the unfamiliar ones, reporters needed the ability to write essay-length articles 
without boring or confusing the reader. Newspapers required people who could meet 
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those high expectations. The archetypical newsman of the 1930s and 40s was the sort 
depicted in the 1928 play The Front Page (and subsequent movie adaptations): hard-
drinking, high-school educated, and tasked mainly with getting a hot scoop and spelling 
people’s names correctly. As more Americans began attending college in the 40s and 50s, 
however, the journalism business became more professionalized.59 By the 1960s, nearly 
all reporters on big-city newspapers had a college education, and at top-tier papers like 
The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times, they came increasingly from elite 
universities.60 As L.A. Times editor-in-chief Nick Williams wrote to publisher Otis 
Chandler in 1962, “Newspapers are now attracting by far the best all-around talent they 
have ever attracted. This used to be a business for showoffs, crackpots, and drunks, with 
an occasional brilliant reporter. It isn’t that way now.”61 
 This deeper pool of talent could enable newspaper managers to ask more of their 
reporting staffs. As a 1961 article about the challenges of interpretive journalism 
observed, “It is one thing for a Scotty Reston…to offer some insight into the meaning of 
a Cabinet shift or a Congressional maneuver. It is an altogether different matter for every 
Tom, Dick and Harry in every newsroom from Olympia to Miami to try his unsure hand 
at explaining what the news means.”62 Similarly, explaining complex topics required 
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highly skilled journalists. Some intellectual observers in the 1960s argued that the main 
shortcoming of the American press—including The New York Times—was its reporters’ 
lack of expertise in the topics they covered: business reporters had no training in 
economics, crime reporters had no knowledge of sociology, foreign correspondents rarely 
spoke the language of the country about which they reported.63 
Editors at The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times recognized the need to 
hire and promote the most knowledgeable reporters and the most skilled writers. At the 
L.A. Times, when Otis Chandler became publisher in 1960, he told Nick Williams that he 
wanted to create a world-class newspaper that would rival The New York Times. The key 
to achieving that goal would be improving the quality of the staff, so the paper went on a 
hiring spree, plucking gifted journalists—especially young ones—from leading 
newspapers and magazines, instead of hiring them away from obscure California papers 
as they had done in the past.64  The need to compete with television, as always, helped 
spur this emphasis on employing top talent. As Nick Williams told a group of journalists 
in 1963, “Newspapers can no longer afford to say that they cannot buy the best in 
editorial work.” Every newspaper, he said, must have “at least one man who is as fine a 
reporter-writer as any other medium can boast….whose work everyone in town must 
read.”65 Otis Chandler referred to the same challenge in a 1966 memo. “It is much easier 
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to watch and listen to a Chet Huntley than it is to read a Bob Elegant [the leading L.A. 
Times foreign correspondent], and this is our problem,” he wrote. “This means that we 
have to find better and better people to write for The Times…. Not only do we have to 
have brilliant people, but we have to make sure that they write the news and comment on 
the news in a way and style that will appeal to a large percentage of the [public].”66  
Over the course of the 1960s, the paper began to achieve that goal. In 1969, 
Williams spoke frankly to a magazine reporter about how his newsroom had changed. 
“We didn’t have the staff before to do the kind of reporting we do now,” Williams said, 
“talking about what is called interpretive reporting.” He explained, “It usually takes new 
people to change a newspaper. We get very good ones now right out of college. Within a 
five-year period all our old editors and key reporters retired.”67 Washington bureau chief 
Bob Donovan agreed, telling author David Halberstam that in the 1960s the L.A. Times 
had “more good young newspapermen…more college graduates,” which enabled them to 
do more analytical and investigative reporting. “If you tried to do this kind of paper 30 
years ago, there might not have been the talent to do it with,” Donovan said.68 
 The New York Times also emphasized hiring reporters who could analyze the 
news effectively and specialize in complex topics. A 1968 memo about staffing from 
assistant managing editor Harrison Salisbury is suffused with references to those kinds of 
journalists. He wanted people “who can think and dig [into]…the why of the story,” who 
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can provide “analysis” of “socio-politics,” who can report on the “vast areas we do not 
cover,” who would be “picked for special qualifications.”69 Journalists had been saying 
such things for at least a decade by 1968. Change was occurring gradually, and editors 
who had been pushing for more interpretation and broader coverage since the late 50s or 
early 60s were not satisfied with the results. In September 1968, The New York Times 
convened a group of senior editors called the News Committee to decide how to change 
the paper’s coverage and presentation of news. There was “a unanimous feeling” that 
they needed to drastically reduce the amount of space allotted to “the formalistic or 
automatic story—a piece of legislation is moved one step through Congress,” for 
example. Instead, that space could be used give more prominent display to subjects 
readers found more appealing—a step that “would make the newspaper better able to 
compete with television, magazines, and so on.”70 New areas of emphasis, the committee 
proposed at a subsequent meeting, should include “business, finance, science and 
technology,” along with “thought, culture, ideas, creativity.”71 
In a 1970 announcement to readers, New York Times editor-in-chief Abe 
Rosenthal took stock of the changes the paper had made in recent years. “Our definition 
of news, and our techniques of handling news, have been changing and broadening,” he 
wrote. “We have learned that news is not simply what people say and do, but what they 
think, what motivates them, their styles of living, the movements, trends, and forces 
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acting upon society and on a man’s life.”72 This change in emphasis was evident to the 
reporters at the time. Joe Lelyveld, who joined The New York Times in the early 60s (and 
later became its executive editor), recalled, “When I first became a reporter, most news 
was daily news. You went out and covered something in the morning and reported on it 
in the evening. Not too many people took more than a day to do a story.” But in the mid-
60s, he said, that began to change, and “articles [became] much broader than that.”73 
As with the shift toward interpretation, the inclusion of unconventional topics 
among the day’s top news disturbed some traditionalists. At The New York Times, John 
Oakes once again took the lead in cautioning the publisher against bending the paper’s 
principles. For Oakes, the last straw came in December 1967, when the paper published a 
front-page article headlined “More Coeds Find Less Guilt in Sex.” This, he told Punch 
Sulzberger, represented “the nadir, the low point hit in long slide of the Times’ standard 
of news presentation.” He admitted, “Of course I read the story from first word to last, as 
I’m sure every single one of our readers with normal (or even abnormal) sexual instincts 
did…. [But] to treat this story as page one news, and handle it as we did, seems to me to 
be a deliberate effort to obliterate any distinction between the news philosophy of the 
Times and that of the Daily News, Journal American or Daily Mirror [all sensationalistic 
New York tabloids].”74 Sulzberger too evinced some concern about moving too far in the 
direction of “soft news.” In 1969, he asked Scotty Reston to assign someone to study the 
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mix between “hard and soft” news stories in The New York Times versus The Washington 
Post (the results showed 94 percent hard news in the Times versus 79 percent in the 
Post).75 
In spite of such reservations, by the end of the 1960s newspapers throughout the 
country had begun broadening their news coverage. In 1971, Saturday Review writer M. 
L. Stein talked to editors at 28 major papers to determine how their newsrooms were 
changing, and he found that most were deemphasizing the traditional staple of big-city 
news: a one-day crime story written by a general-assignment reporter. Instead, they were 
assigning what some editors called “reporter-experts” or “subject specialists” to more 
specific news beats, producing in-depth articles about issues like hospitals, housing, and 
the court system. Many papers had also created new beats devoted to topics such as 
“consumer affairs, natural resources, media, transportation, urban renewal, and space 
technology.” Stein applauded these developments, partly because he sensed that they 
would help fulfill the “crying need for probing, interpretive journalism. It is not 
suggested here that newspapers drop straight news reporting, but analytical, explanatory, 
and background stories should get equal billing.”76 He viewed the shifts toward 
interpretive reporting and toward broader, more specialized reporting as the keys to the 
press’s future success and observed approvingly that they were already well underway.  
***** 
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Several long-term changes resulted from the press’s increased focus on 
interpretation and its broadening of news coverage. Most plainly, these changes achieved 
what their authors had intended: they made the newspaper more interesting and useful, 
and contributed to newspapers’ robust financial health in the 70s, 80s, and 90s. But they 
also shifted the balance of power within newsrooms from editors to writers. As one editor 
told the Saturday Review in 1971, “Fifteen years ago, the iron-handed city editor dealt out 
assignments like a stud poker player…. No longer must the reporter accept without 
question what he feels is a waste of time…. [He has] the option of tossing in his hand, 
dealing himself a new hand, or calling the game.”77 L.A. Times editor-in-chief Bill 
Thomas reflected on reporters’ newfound importance in a 1973 memo to Otis Chandler: 
In little more than a decade, we’ve seen a transformation of the writer’s role here 
at The Times which all the evidence shows has been duplicated across the 
country. Ten or 15 years ago a large city room…could count no more than a small 
percentage of literate writers…. It worked all right in those days, when 
newspapers consisted primarily of “who, what, when, and where” stories…. Our 
reading public [today] is better educated and better informed and thus demands 
more sophisticated, more varied, and more meaningful reporting…. To state the 
obvious, this evolution made the newspaper much more dependent on the writing 
skills of its reporters. No longer could a bevy of editors pencil a reporter’s story 
into an acceptable product, when such a product now requires interpretation, 
background, and often a considerable literary skill…. All this is not to say that the 
editors are not still indispensable to a quality newspaper, but it is at the same time 
true that the writer is more important in producing it than he was just a short while 
ago.78 
 
At the root of the change, as Thomas observed, lay the desire for “more sophisticated, 
more varied, and more meaningful reporting.” More meaningful reporting translated to 
reporting that included analysis and interpretation. More varied reporting meant reporting 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Stein, “Everything Changes,” 50. 
78 Bill Thomas to Otis Chandler, April 25, 1973, Los Angeles Times Records, box 395, folder 9. 
 
  
	  66 
that covered a broader range of topics. While “more sophisticated reporting” is a more 
ambiguous phrase—it might mean detailed reporting, investigative reporting, or reporting 
informed by specialized knowledge—it likely entailed the reporter providing 
interpretation. 
The Los Angeles Times had a reputation for indulging its reporters, especially the 
stars among them, but reporters at The New York Times also saw their power increase 
relative to editors. For many years, the copy editors in what was known as the “bullpen” 
exercised great power to cut, change, and determine the placement of articles. These 
editors had rarely worked as reporters themselves, and many reporters raged at the way 
their copy got “butchered” by the bullpen. Apart from the bullpen were the desk 
editors—the men in charge of each department, and their lieutenants—who handed out 
assignments, shaped stories, and awarded promotions. Most of them were career editors 
who had worked only briefly as reporters. In the 1950s, however, the bullpen’s power 
started to wane, and retiring desk editors were frequently replaced by people whose 
primary experience was as a reporter.79 David R. Jones, who joined The New York Times 
as a reporter in 1963 and later became a senior editor, noted that a “basic change that 
started to take place in the 60s was the transition of control of the newsroom from career 
editors to career reporters.” Men who had had distinguished reporting careers, such as 
Harrison Salisbury and Abe Rosenthal, took on new roles overseeing large portions of the 
paper, and as Jones recalled, “It got to the point where almost all of the key positions 
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were held by former reporters.”80 This sent a not-so-subtle message about which job the 
Times held in greater esteem. 
By the mid-to-late 60s, a new set of consensus beliefs reigned among senior 
figures in the newsrooms of leading papers like The New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times. They believed that news articles must include interpretation, and that good editors 
could prevent that interpretation from veering into opinion and thus damaging the paper’s 
credibility. They believed broader categories of news—science, religion, urban affairs, 
education—must receive in-depth coverage from reporters with expertise in those 
particular topics. However, journalists arrived warily at this new consensus, and it was 
soon challenged. In some ways, the naysayers who had resisted the moves toward 
interpretation and broader news would be proven right, as the subsequent chapters will 
show. Following the rise of interpretive journalism, the press’s credibility plummeted and 
objectivity lost its luster. And the broadening of news coverage turned out to be a first 
step toward giving readers what they wanted rather than telling them what they needed.  
The press had started down on a path—or a slippery slope, the traditionalists might have 
said—that would lead to the redefinition of its role. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Objectivity and the Right: A Worthy Ideal Abandoned 
 
For most of the 20th century, conservatives had few major complaints about the 
press. They griped occasionally about left-wing journalists, but in the days before 
interpretive reporting emerged in the early 1960s, it would have been difficult for 
politically motivated reporters to put their own slant on the news even if they wanted to 
do so. Most newspapers were essentially conservative institutions. They reported on the 
statements and actions of politicians, businessmen, clergy, academics, and prominent 
people in the local community. While news articles might provide some background or 
context, rarely did they challenge those statements and actions or attempt to analyze them 
in depth. Expressions of opinion were restricted to columnists and to the editorial page, 
which reflected the views of the publisher—a conservative, in most cases. 
If conservative politicians or readers objected to something they saw in a 
newspaper, it was usually something a columnist had written rather than perceived bias in 
the news coverage. Such objections reached a new height in 1964, when the Republican 
nominee for president, Barry Goldwater, was criticized more harshly by columnists than 
any major-party candidate since the decline of the party press and the rise of objectivity 
in the early 20th century. One of the most memorable moments of that year’s GOP 
convention came when former president Dwight Eisenhower disparaged “sensation-
seeking columnists and commentators”—to his apparent surprise, this elicited one of the 
longest and most enthusiastic ovations of the entire convention, a display of the party 
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faithful’s scorn for Goldwater critics in the press.1 Goldwater and his surrogates 
complained occasionally during the 1964 campaign about news reporting; they claimed 
that Goldwater was being misquoted or his views misrepresented (many journalists 
argued, and some Goldwater aides acknowledged, that Goldwater’s tendency to misspeak 
or speak very bluntly was to blame for this).2 For the most part, however, the ire was 
directed at columnists, commentators, and editorial writers. In remarks after his 
concession speech, Goldwater said, “I’ve never seen or heard in my life such vitriolic 
unbased [sic] attacks one on man as has been directed to me”—but he made clear that 
those attacks came from columnists. Addressing news reporters, he said, “I think you’ve 
been fair.”3 
The New York Times, as the most prominent newspaper in the country, received 
its share of criticism in the early-to-mid 1960s, but few accused it of intentionally 
slanting its coverage to favor the left. When the right-wing magazine National Review 
wrote about the Times between 1962 and 1966, it registered only minor complaints—
about its editorial stance on Communist China, its pessimistic analysis of the 
consequences of American bombing in Vietnam, or its tendency to reject advertisements 
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from right-wing groups on questionable grounds.4 In 1967, the conservative intellectual 
Irving Kristol wrote a long, detailed article about the shortcomings of The New York 
Times.5 He mentioned as an aside that the paper had biases—in favor of peace 
negotiations in Vietnam and against the Black Power movement—but regarded that as a 
normal, trivial issue. The real problem with the paper, Kristol argued, was that its 
reporters had no specialized knowledge about their news beats.6 
The L.A. Times, conversely, did earn the enmity of many Republicans in the 
early-to-mid 60s, but that resulted from Otis Chandler’s decision to make a swift break 
from the paper’s past. For decades, the L.A. Times had been unapologetically biased in its 
news reporting, favoring right-wing candidates and causes. Suddenly, under its new 
publisher, it moved to the center. In 1961, the Times published a major investigative 
series on the ultra-right-wing John Birch Society, accompanied by an editorial headlined 
“Peril to Conservatives,” which slammed the group’s leader, Robert Welch, as “radical 
and dictatorial.”7 The Birch Society represented the extremist fringe of right-wing 
opinion—its publications accused mainstream Republicans such as Dwight Eisenhower 
and California governor turned Supreme Court Justice Earl Warren of being communist 
agents. Nevertheless, it shocked many readers to see the L.A. Times report critically on 
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this secretive organization. The most visible shift in the paper’s political posture came in 
1964, when Otis Chandler and Nick Williams hired the Pulitzer Prize–winning editorial 
cartoonist Paul Conrad away from the Denver Post. Although Conrad skewered targets 
on all sides of the political spectrum occasionally, his overall outlook was that of a 
liberal, and he infuriated readers on the right. As L.A. Times Washington bureau chief 
Robert Donovan told David Halberstam, hiring Conrad “was almost like bringing in the 
arch enemy and putting him there to draw every day.”8  
The John Birch exposé and Paul Conrad’s daily presence on the editorial page 
were the most visible signs of the L.A. Times’s new orientation, but day-to-day news 
coverage changed also. Most notably, Democratic politicians and ideas inimical to 
conservatism received respectful coverage in the news pages, instead of being ignored or 
treated dismissively. Loyal Republican readers took umbrage at this, as did Republican 
politicians who were accustomed to highly favorable treatment from the L.A. Times—in 
particular, Richard Nixon.  
The L.A. Times and its longtime political editor, Kyle Palmer, had been 
instrumental in helping Nixon get elected as a congressman and senator, but by the time 
Nixon decided to run for governor of California in 1962, Palmer was gone and the Times 
was no longer a Republican organ. They assigned a tough, non-partisan reporter named 
Richard Bergholz to cover his campaign. As David Halberstam wrote, Nixon “had never 
encountered equal treatment before in California and he found it devastating.”9 After 
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losing the election, Nixon gave what he famously called his “last press conference,” in 
which he complained about his press coverage during the campaign and told the 
assembled reporters they would not “have Nixon to kick around anymore.” He had 
specific complaints about the L.A. Times, noting that while they had printed a 
misstatement on his part (Nixon said he was running for “governor of the United States”), 
they did not print a similar gaffe by his opponent, Pat Brown.10 Referring to that 
discrepancy, Nixon said, “I think that it’s time that our great newspapers have the same 
objectivity, the same fullness of coverage, that television has.”11 Nixon may have had a 
valid complaint about the gaffes, but more generally, objectivity to him meant, as he said 
repeatedly in that press conference, that reporters should simply “write what I say…every 
word”—without questioning or analyzing it too much, he implied.  
But however much California Republicans felt betrayed by the L.A. Times, the 
paper did not immediately become a major target of conservatives elsewhere in the 
country. Barry Goldwater spoke highly of the L.A. Times in private and in public in 1964 
despite the fact that the paper endorsed his opponent, Nelson Rockefeller, in the 
Republican primary.12 However, the five years that elapsed between the Goldwater 
campaign and the Nixon-Agnew inauguration in 1969 witnessed social change and 
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11 “Transcript of Nixon’s News Conference on His Defeat by Brown in Race for Governor of California,” 
New York Times, November 8, 1962, p. 18. 
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upheaval the likes of which the United States has rarely experienced. Much of it—the 
anti-war movement, youth counterculture, Black Power—was deeply disturbing to 
conservative Americans. Indeed, concerns about this upheaval enabled Richard Nixon 
and his conservative third-party rival, George Wallace, to win 57 percent of the popular 
vote in the 1968 election, whereas four years earlier Goldwater had polled only 38.5 
percent. But while the Nixon administration would later launch a frontal assault against 
the press, during the campaign the “new Nixon,” as his supporters styled him, refrained 
from inflammatory rhetoric. He portrayed himself and Agnew as moderate pragmatists 
who could unite the country.  
In 1968 it was George Wallace, the segregationist Alabama governor, who stoked 
right-wing fury at the press. Many of the applause lines during his speeches 
foreshadowed what Vice President Spiro Agnew and other Nixon administration officials 
would say in subsequent years. “The average American is sick and tired of all these over-
educated, ivory-tower folks with pointed heads looking down their noses at the rest of , 
and the left-wing liberal press writing editorials and guidelines,” Wallace declared on the 
campaign trail.13 The press dismissed Wallace as a fringe figure, a dangerous extremist—
which fueled much of Wallace’s anti-press sentiment in the first place—and therefore did 
not take his attacks too seriously. When the vice president of the United States made 
similar comments, however, they demanded far greater attention.  
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On November 13, 1969, speaking before a Republican audience in Des Moines, 
Agnew laid out a detailed critique of television news. What spurred him to speak out, he 
said, was the coverage of a major televised address on Vietnam that President Nixon had 
given on November 3. Normally, the media-savvy Nixon designed his televised speeches 
to fit neatly into a block of airtime, but in this instance, he spoke for 32 minutes. That left 
the networks with an additional 28 minutes of airtime to fill before the next program, and 
they did so by presenting commentators who offered their take on the speech—many of 
them critical. While acknowledging that “every American has a right to disagree with the 
President of the United States, and to express publicly that disagreement,” Agnew 
asserted that “the people of this country have the right to make up their own minds and 
form their own opinions about a presidential address without having the president’s 
words and thoughts characterized through the prejudices of hostile critics before they can 
even been digested.” This was just one example, Agnew said, of the power and influence 
concentrated “in the hands of a tiny and closed fraternity of privileged men, elected by no 
one, and enjoying a monopoly sanctioned and licensed by government.” He added, “The 
views of this fraternity do not represent the views of America.”14 
Agnew asked, “Do they allow their biases to influence the selection and 
presentation off the news?” He answered the question by citing statements from two 
network news anchors: “objectivity is impossible to normal human behavior,” he quoted 
NBC News’ David Brinkley as saying; a second, unnamed anchorman whom Agnew 
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quoted admitted that his “private convictions” were reflected in his program. Such left-
wing biases, Agnew claimed, were distorting the picture of America that the networks 
presented. “The American who relies upon television for his news,” the vice president 
said, “might conclude that the majority of American students are embittered radicals, that 
the majority of black Americans feel no regard for their country, that violence and 
lawlessness are the rule, rather than the exception, on the American campus.”15 Agnew 
concluded his speech—which was carried live by the three major TV networks—by 
reminding his audience, “The people can let the networks know that they want their news 
straight and objective. The people can register their complaints on bias through mail to 
the networks and phone calls to local stations.”  
One week later, in a speech on November 20 in Montgomery, Alabama, Agnew 
expanded his critique from TV news to the print media. He lamented the dwindling 
number of metropolitan newspapers, especially in New York and Washington, which had 
led to “the growing monopolization of the voices of public opinion on which we all 
depend.” He singled out The New York Times and The Washington Post for criticism. The 
Times, he said, ignored news that was favorable to the Nixon administration, or buried it 
in the back pages. The Post he cited as an egregious example of monopolization, because 
its parent company also owned Newsweek, a news-radio station, and a local TV station—
“all grinding out the same editorial line,” Agnew claimed.16 
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These speeches catapulted Agnew to a level of prominence that few vice 
presidents have ever enjoyed. Agnew became “the High Priest of the Great Silent 
Majority,” wrote the journalist Jules Witcover, and for a time was “bigger news than the 
president himself.”17 As the Nixon administration had hoped, TV networks, local 
stations, and major newspapers were inundated with letters and phone calls, most of them 
critical (although only 42 percent of the letters that The New York Times received were 
pro-Agnew, according to editorial page editor John Oakes).18  Many commentators and 
Democratic politicians admonished Agnew for trying to intimidate or censor the media, 
but he continued to assail the press as narrow-minded, liberal, elitist, and anti-Nixon, 
often lumping them in with his other preferred targets: student protesters and the 
permissive parents and university administrators who enabled them.19 In a May 1970 
speech in Houston, in the aftermath of the Kent State killings, Agnew declared, “I have 
sworn I will uphold the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Those 
who would tear our country apart or try to bring down its government are enemies.” It is 
not clear whether he was referring to violent demonstrators or to the press, but the 
implication was that those two groups were allied against the government. Such 
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statements fit in perfectly with Nixon’s message that he represented the Silent Majority 
against the elites, patriotism and law and order against radicals and dividers. 
In speeches throughout 1970, Agnew called out individual journalists by name 
when he disagreed with them; he labeled Washington Post cartoonist Herblock “that 
master of sick invective” and took issue with the “irrational raving” of New York Post 
columnist Pete Hamill.20 But unlike Barry Goldwater, he did not limit his criticism to 
cartoonists and columnists, whose role is to express personal opinions. Rather, Agnew 
argued that the press as a whole was biased and irresponsible. While Agnew led the 
Nixon administration’s public charge against the press, he was not alone. In April 1971, 
Attorney General John Mitchell delivered a speech in which he charged the press with 
“shocking contempt for the truth” in its reporting on new crime legislation and the Black 
Panther Party. Deploring a “sharp erosion of professionalism” in the news media, 
Mitchell said, “We find emotion and intuition in the saddle, while truth is trampled in the 
dust.”21 These attacks on the press all came prior to the two episodes the Nixon 
administration found most objectionable: reporting on Watergate and on the Pentagon 
Papers (the U.S. military’s confidential history of the Vietnam War).  
There are several possible explanations for the virulence of the Nixon 
administration’s anti-press campaign. It may have been a genuine expression of outrage 
from men who believed the press had wronged them—most prominently Nixon, whom 
the L.A. Times had so abruptly jilted. Political calculations surely played a role too. 
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Although attacking the press for liberal bias was not yet the time-honored technique of 
stirring up the conservative faithful that it would later become, Republican strategists had 
begun to realize its promise after Dwight Eisenhower’s speech at the 1964 GOP 
convention.22 The Agnew speeches represented a test of just how effective that tactic 
could be, and the results, for Republicans, were quite encouraging. The administration 
likely also hoped that the press would soften its coverage in response to the rebukes from 
Agnew and from the wider public. In fact, they achieved this goal when it came to 
television news, whose stations depended on government licenses for their continued 
existence. While Agnew stated that the administration had no intention of revoking or 
refusing to renew stations’ broadcast licenses, many TV news executives feared that 
possibility—especially after Federal Communications Commission chairman Dean Burch 
called the network heads to request transcripts of the commentary they had aired 
following Nixon’s Vietnam speech on November 3, 1969.23 When Nixon gave 
subsequent televised speeches, the networks offered only the mildest commentary 
afterward; sometimes they provided no commentary at all.24 And part of the reason the 
unfolding Watergate scandal had so little impact on the 1972 election was that it received 
so little coverage from television news.25 While the difficulty of representing the 
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Watergate story visually may have contributed to the scanty TV coverage it received, the 
chilling effect of Agnew’s veiled threats was undoubtedly a major factor as well. 
Regardless of the political motivations behind Agnew’s remarks, his was a vision 
of what the press should be that many Americans shared: he wished for a return of the 
kind of journalism that most newspapers had practiced in the 1940s and 50s. Much of 
what he chalked up to liberal bias resulted from three of the major changes in journalistic 
practice that had recently occurred. First, analysis and interpretation had become much 
bigger parts of the news, in print and on television. Television networks, newspapers, and 
magazines would no longer simply air or print what the president said and then quote 
reactions from other politicians or public figures. They felt compelled to provide analysis 
from their own staff and contributors. Second, journalists approached people in power in 
a far more skeptical, even adversarial, manner than they had done during World War II 
and the early years of the Cold War. As former New York Times executive editor Max 
Frankel put it, there was “a slow recognition that simply siding with our government 
against hostile forces, which was sort of the posture of the World War II generation, was 
no longer valid.”26 Therefore, journalists would question not only the wisdom of Nixon 
administration policies but also the motives behind them (as they had done with the 
Johnson administration too). Third, the scope of what was considered important news, 
and whose voices merited inclusion in the news, had broadened considerably. In 
particular, the grievances of protesters and dissidents received greater attention. 
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To Agnew, these changes were deeply regrettable. He alluded to all three in his 
initial speech about the news media, on November 13, 1969, in Des Moines. The first two 
changes, analysis and skepticism, went hand in hand. He deplored that the president’s 
“words and policies were subjected to instant analysis and querulous criticism” by “self-
appointed analysts, the majority of whom expressed, in one way or another, hostility to 
what he had to say.” Agnew also made clear, in this and subsequent speeches, his view 
that the news media were inflating the importance of violence and dissent in the United 
States, and giving too great of a platform to people outside of the political mainstream. It 
was the networks, he noted, “that elevated Stokely Carmichael [the Black Power 
advocate] and George Lincoln Rockwell [founder of the American Nazi Party] from 
obscurity to national prominence.” In another speech, Agnew mused, “If a theology 
student in Iowa should get up at a PTA luncheon in Sioux City and attack the president’s 
Vietnam policy, you would probably find it reported somewhere in the next morning’s 
issue of the New York Times.”27 
Such exaggerations aside, Agnew was correct that the press paid greater heed to 
dissenters than it had done in previous decades. In part this reflected the increasing size 
and frequency of protests, along with more effective tactics, but it also reflected a shift in 
journalistic values. To Agnew and many of his supporters, this shift was wholly 
unwarranted. The protesters were just a few misguided malcontents, they believed—
“rotten apples” who should be discarded from the barrel of American society, as Agnew 
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said in one speech.28 In reality, according to this view, the U.S. was the same virtuous, 
harmonious nation it had been in the 1950s, the only difference being that in the 1960s 
and 70s, the rotten apples were receiving abundant, sympathetic coverage from the news 
media. New York Times columnist James Reston detected this sentiment in the letters his 
paper received in the wake of Agnew’s speeches. Many letter writers, Reston noted, 
issued a “general indictment of reporters and commentators…for ‘stirring up trouble’ 
among the poor, the blacks, and the rebellious young on the university campuses.”29 
In addition to longing for an era when news of America’s internal strife was 
downplayed, Agnew was nostalgic for the journalistic climate of the 40s and 50s in 
another way. Despite his public hostility toward the press, Agnew missed the days when 
politicians enjoyed chummy relationships with the reporters who covered them, and 
could expect to be given the benefit of the doubt. Much of the press greeted his 
nomination for vice president with derision, referring to him as “Spiro who?” A 
Washington Post editorial said his nomination might become known as “perhaps the most 
eccentric political appointment since the Roman emperor Caligula named his horse a 
consul.”30 Nevertheless, Agnew tried to ingratiate himself with the reporters covering 
him. As his campaign plane was about to depart from Las Vegas in September 1968, 
Agnew walked to the rear of the cabin for a chat with the traveling press. He noticed that 
one of them, a Japanese-American correspondent for the Baltimore Sun named Gene 
Oishi, had fallen asleep. “What’s the matter with the fat Jap?,” Agnew jokingly asked the 
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other journalists, who, somewhat taken aback by his casual use of the racial slur, 
informed him that Oishi had been up late in the casino. Agnew was appalled when the 
remark was reported two days later in the Washington Post, in the last paragraph of a 
story about his positions on national issues. He had simply assumed that the reporters 
would consider the remark off the record. A few years earlier they almost certainly would 
have, but journalistic norms had changed. Additionally, at a press conference the 
previous week Agnew had referred to Polish-Americans as “Polacks,” so some reporters 
thought the “fat Jap” remark showed a pattern of insensitivity on racial and ethnic 
matters. When forced to explain his use of the slur, Agnew said that he considered Oishi 
a friend and was simply kidding around with him.31  
Even after launching his critique of the press, Agnew apparently believed he 
could rely on the good will of individual newspapermen. In January 1970, two months 
after attacking The New York Times in a major speech, Agnew invited the paper’s 
publisher, Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, its top editor, A. M. (Abe) Rosenthal, and an 
executive vice president, Ivan Veit, to a dinner at the exclusive Manhattan restaurant 
‘21.’ Agnew was concerned that he was getting a reputation for being anti-Semitic, so he 
hosted a dinner for about 25 prominent Jews and asked them to help him dispel the 
rumors. (Sulzberger was vacationing in the Caribbean and could not attend, but Rosenthal 
and Veit did.) In the course of the evening, Rosenthal wrote in a memo, Agnew told him 
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“that he had met many Times reporters and never had had any complaints about any of 
them.”32  
Agnew had other private communications with The New York Times which belie 
the hostility he expressed in his public comments. Two weeks after the vice president’s 
speech lambasting the paper, his press secretary had lunch with an editor and reporter 
from the Times Washington bureau and informed them that Agnew “has long considered 
The Times the fairest paper around.” And on January 30, 1970, upon his return from a 
trip to visit U.S. allies in Asia, Agnew wrote Abe Rosenthal an almost fawning letter, 
saying: 
As a sometime critic of the press, I would be remiss if I did not express to you my 
deep appreciation of the news coverage given my recent Southeast Asia-Pacific 
trip by the New York Times…. I am very impressed with and appreciative of the 
fair, detailed, and objective coverage by Jim Naughton. In my opinion he is a 
credit to the Times editorial staff and compares favorably with some of the better 
reporters I have known. Jim also got along well with all of the other members of 
our traveling party and it was a pleasure to have him with us. I enjoyed meeting 
you and talking with you at “21” last week.  
 
In his response, Rosenthal picked up on Agnew’s use of the terms “fair, detailed, and 
objective,” telling Agnew, “In those three words I think you summed up the purpose of 
our professional existence.”33 
 Agnew’s conciliatory approach may have been part of a Nixon administration 
attempt to show that they bore no ill will toward The New York Times, despite having 
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given the paper a public dressing-down. Also in January 1970, President Nixon wrote a 
personal letter to Times reporter Alden Whitman expressing his gratitude for a front-page 
article Whitman wrote about a group of New York-area businessmen who were close 
friends of Nixon. “I want you to know how much I enjoyed your article,” Nixon began. 
“You were very kind and I thought objective in describing my friends in New York and 
their relationship with me, and I am most grateful.”34 Like Agnew, Nixon chose the word 
“objective” to describe an article he approved of, and which contained no criticism of 
him.35 
Agnew had no complaints about the press coverage of his ten-country Asia trip. 
Did journalists intentionally go easy on him, knowing that he might publicly excoriate 
them for any perceived unfairness? Perhaps, but the more likely explanation for Agnew’s 
satisfaction has to do with the nature of the trip itself. Visiting foreign dignitaries makes a 
politician look less like a political figure and more like a representative of the entire 
nation. Additionally, diplomatic coverage was one of the few areas in which the 
journalistic norms of the 1950s still held some sway. Official statements from political 
leaders were considered automatically newsworthy, and journalists generally assumed 
that U.S. officials were working on behalf of a national interest that most of the public 
was behind. The glaring exception, by the late 60s, was the Vietnam War. Agnew mostly 
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sidestepped that topic during his trip—he spent one day in Vietnam and said only that he 
felt the Nixon administration’s policy was the right one.36 
***** 
 Regardless of Agnew’s private assurances that he felt The New York Times was 
covering him fairly, his remarks raised alarms inside the paper. Publisher Arthur Ochs 
Sulzberger (known to his friends and colleagues as “Punch”), felt that his staff should not 
fan the flames by responding publicly to Agnew—the day after the vice president’s 
speech in Alabama criticizing the paper by name, Sulzberger issued a memo advising all 
Times journalists to “stay off the air this week in order to avoid refuting Vice President 
Agnew.”37 In late November, Punch Sulzberger tasked Theodore Bernstein, the paper’s 
assistant managing editor in charge of the copy desk, with performing a comprehensive 
review of the Times for two weeks to look for evidence of bias or unfairness. (Bernstein 
found 14 potentially problematic examples but concluded that “virtually all” were 
“trivial.”)38 Likely taking to heart Agnew’s complaint about left-wing commentators, 
Sulzberger also began looking to hire a conservative columnist for the Times opinion 
pages (he wound up selecting Agnew’s speechwriter William Safire, who began writing 
for the Times in 1973).39 Some Times editors also urged Sulzberger to appoint an 
ombudsman to look for lapses in journalistic standards at the paper and report back to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 James M. Naughton, “Agnew Ends Visit to Vietnam, Hailing U.S. Policy as Right,” New York Times, 
January 2, 1970. 
37 Sulzberger memo to Raskin, Rosenthal, and Schwartz, November 21, 1969, John Oakes Papers, box 14. 
38 Theodore Bernstein to A. O. Sulzberger, December 12, 1969, A. M. Rosenthal Papers, box 70, folder 2. 
39 A. O. Sulzberger memo to John Oakes, December 5, 1969, John Oakes Papers, box 14. 
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readers.40 (The Washington Post did this in the aftermath of Agnew’s attacks, but The 
New York Times did not follow suit until 2003.)  
Agnew never singled out the Los Angeles Times for criticism, and his focus on the 
media’s East Coast bias may have provided the L.A. Times some cover, but the vice 
president’s remarks caused a stir there as well. In an editorial, the paper accused Agnew 
and the Nixon administration of trying to stifle criticism and of “assaulting the 
constitutionally-protected institution of free speech itself.”41 Editor-in-chief Nick 
Williams felt compelled to defend the paper’s fairness in letters to readers with whom 
Agnew’s critique had resonated.42 
Whatever changes news organizations made in response to Agnew’s charges were 
mainly cosmetic. The men in charge of The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times 
recognized some validity in what Agnew said, but they did not believe any systemic 
change was necessary. In essence, Agnew had four main complaints: 
1. The press focused too much on analysis and not enough on simply reporting the 
facts.  
2. Too many commentators, columnists, and editorial pages were liberal or leftist, 
and they often made unfair or unfounded attacks on the Nixon administration.  
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3. Stories about conflict, violence, and dissent—in short, “bad news”—were 
featured much too prominently in domestic news coverage.  
4. News coverage—as opposed to editorials and opinion columns—was slanted to 
reflect journalists’ liberal bias, whether consciously or unconsciously. 
 
Very few print journalists took seriously Agnew’s first complaint, about analysis 
and commentary. Interpretive and analytical reporting had become mainstays of 
newspaper coverage. Reporters wanted to do it, and the public wanted to read it—
although some occasionally protested when they disagreed with the analysis. One of the 
few people in a prominent position at either Times who, like Agnew, wanted less of it, 
was editorial page editor John Oakes. A staunch liberal and the first cousin of publisher 
Arthur Ochs Sulzberger (John’s father had anglicized the spelling of his family name 
amid the Germanophobia of World War I), Oakes was poles apart from Agnew 
politically. But as an old-fashioned newsman, he felt very strongly about the strict 
separation between the news pages and the editorial pages, coupled with a proprietary 
feeling that the editorial pages he controlled were the only place in the paper where 
anything resembling an opinion should appear. On many occasions throughout the 1960s, 
he sent memos to Sulzberger and to fellow editors arguing that “news analysis” stories 
and interpretive articles in the Sunday Week in Review section were really just editorials 
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in disguise, and that they should be published on the editorial pages or not at all. 
However, the publisher generally seems to have dismissed or ignored these suggestions.43 
At the Los Angeles Times, some of the older reporters—holdovers from the pre-
Otis Chandler days—likely felt the same way John Oakes did about interpretive 
reporting. But as the paper’s former managing editor George Cotliar recalled, those were 
“9-to-5 kind of people” who were nearing retirement, and “none of them had the 
wherewithal to challenge anyone.”44 Besides, Nick Williams had been a staunch advocate 
of interpretive reporting at least as far back as 1961, so anyone opposed to it would have 
had trouble finding a sympathetic ear from the paper’s editor.45 
Agnew’s second point, about columnists and editorials being overwhelmingly 
liberal and anti-Nixon, merited more serious consideration inside the two papers. It was 
an issue that they were already wrestling with, but at The New York Times, it became a 
greater priority after Agnew raised it. Punch Sulzberger decided that it might finally be 
time to hire a conservative columnist, although it took him three years to do so, and 
William Safire would be the lone conservative on the editorial page for many years. And 
while Sulzberger rarely quarreled with John Oakes about specific editorial-page content, 
on two occasions in 1970 he objected to passages that disparaged President Nixon.46  
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The politics of the editorial page were of even greater concern to Times managing 
editor Abe Rosenthal. He believed the page’s left-wing stances were damaging the 
reputation of the paper as a whole. As he wrote in his personal journal in March 1971, he 
felt that readers perceived the Times as a “political journal” rather than “an information 
medium.” He attributed this to the “strongly liberal point of view” of most Times 
columnists and to the stridency of the editorials—he noted that most readers, including 
powerful figures in Washington, focused their attention on the paper’s opinions and 
editorials and ignored the rest.47 But Rosenthal was not someone to keep such opinions to 
himself. He had written to Sulzberger on December 8, 1969, “I have strong reservations 
about the tone of our editorials and the antagonisms it has engendered toward the 
paper.”48 Nor was Rosenthal the only Times editor to harbor this misgiving about the 
editorial page. When deputy managing editor Seymour Topping reported to Rosenthal on 
a lunch between Agnew’s press secretary and two members of the Washington bureau, he 
wrote, “It is the ‘goddam editorial page’ that [Agnew] always complains about, and that 
colors his judgment of the whole corporation—as it the case also, of course, with 
[National Security Adviser Henry] Kissinger and most other people around the White 
House.”49 
The Los Angeles Times, having recently made the transition from a staunchly 
right-wing paper to one with a centrist or left-leaning editorial page, was fairly sensitive 
when it came to the political opinions it published.  In August 1969, an article in the 
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newspaper trade publication Editor & Publisher printed the results of a survey indicating 
that 79 percent of L.A. Times columnists were “liberal,” “radical liberal,” or “extreme 
liberal.” Editor-in-chief Nick Williams, a Kentucky native who was normally unfailingly 
courteous in his correspondence, sent an irate letter to the head of Editor & Publisher. He 
began, “How the hell did Editor & Publisher ever get suckered into printing, as it 
appeared, that article on Page 14 of your August 16 issue?” Williams pointed out 
problems with the survey’s methodology and its purported facts, and expressed his fury 
that E&P would “take such a handout which was deliberately planned to discredit The 
Times…and print it verbatim—never bothering to ask The Times itself if it had any 
comment on the poll’s conclusions.”50 
One reason Williams and others reacted so strongly to Agnew’s critiques is that 
they knew some of them were valid. While it was surely an exaggeration to say that 79 
percent of Los Angeles Times columnists were on the left, more than half leaned in that 
direction—a fact that Williams may not have been entirely comfortable with. At The New 
York Times, deputy editorial page editor Abe Raskin agreed with Agnew that there 
needed be more shades of opinion in the paper. “The most effective answer to criticism of 
the Agnew variety,” he wrote in a memo to Punch Sulzberger, would be to create an op-
ed page, print more letters to the editor, and appoint an ombudsman—adding, “All these 
are things we should have done on our own initiative long ago.”51 
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Agnew’s criticism about a surfeit of “negative” news stories did not resonate with 
most reporters. In addition to the tendency among many to sympathize with protesters 
and dissenters, they understood that conflict and controversy made for good stories. But 
the man in charge of The New York Times news operation was troubled, as Agnew was, 
by the overall tenor of the stories that were getting prominent play. Less than a week 
before Agnew’s opening salvo against the press in Des Moines, Abe Rosenthal sent a 
memo to his national editor and metropolitan editor foreshadowing the very point Agnew 
would make: “I think we continue to give an awry picture of America in our coverage,” 
Rosenthal began, before pointing out how many stories in that day’s paper were about 
protests, trials, poverty, or discrimination. He continued: 
I get the impression, reading The Times, that the image we give of America is 
largely of demonstrations, discrimination, antiwar movements, rallies, protests, 
etc. Obviously all these things are an important part of the American scene. But I 
think that because of our own liberal interest and because of our reporters’ 
inclination, we overdo this. I am not suggesting eliminating any one of these 
stories. I am suggesting that reporters and editors look a bit more around them to 
see what is going on in other fields and to try to make an effort to represent other 
shades of opinion than those held by the new Left, the old Left, the middle-aged 
Left, and the antiwar people.”52 
 
It is unclear how much heed Rosenthal’s staff paid to this suggestion, since it 
seems to have been a relatively low priority for the editor-in-chief. Combative though he 
was, he knew he had to pick his battles, so he devoted the most energy to “keeping the 
paper straight,” as he often said, which meant preventing reporters from editorializing in 
news articles. Moreover, he could not count on the support of his boss, the publisher, for 
trying to rein in coverage of America’s ills. In May 1970, for instance, when six black 
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men were killed during a riot in August, Georgia, one week after the deaths of four 
students at Kent State University, Punch Sulzberger sent the following brief but pointed 
memo to Rosenthal: “Abe, I am curious: why it is that when the National Guard kills four 
white students we put it on page 1, and when the National Guard kills six black people 
we put it on page 32?” Rosenthal responded that the Augusta story was mistakenly taken 
off the front page, and a follow-up article appeared on page one of the next day’s paper.53 
Even after Agnew had faded from the political scene, Rosenthal echoed another 
one of his complaints about the press’s tendency to emphasize bad news. Just as Agnew 
in 1969 blasted the media for elevating the neo-Nazi George Lincoln Rockwell to 
national prominence, Rosenthal in 1974 took issue with a Times article about a 20-year-
old woman named Sandra Silva who had joined the American Nazi Party. In a memo to 
the editor responsible for the piece, he acknowledged that “we should report on the 
activities of political dissidents, left or right.” But the paper must not, he said, “make 
celebrities out of them simply because of their political points of view…. There was 
nothing intrinsically interesting in Silva aside from the fact that she is a political kook. 
Does that entitle a person to command major attention—which we gave her—in the 
press? This kind of thing has always bothered me. Five hundred people hold a meeting 
and seven people picket them, and the seven get, often, as much attention as the five 
hundred.”54 
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At the Los Angeles Times, Otis Chandler also anticipated Agnew’s critique about 
bad news before Agnew actually delivered his remarks. The main reason for the press’s 
unpopularity, Chandler argued in an April 1969 speech, was “the nature of the news we 
must report today.” He mentioned Vietnam, student protests, and crime, noting that 
readers “do not want to think about” such problems and “do not want to believe [they] are 
happening.” Nevertheless, Chandler said, “I do not believe we should stop reporting the 
news, negative and dreary and controversial as most of it is. Our mandate is to inform the 
public. If, in the process, we frustrate and anger them, this is a risk of our business.”55  
Other journalists shared Chandler’s concern about negative news. In late 
November 1969, shortly after Agnew’s first two speeches about the media, NBC-TV 
journalist Bob Abernethy raised the question in a lengthy interview with Chandler: 
“People say to us again and again, and I’m sure they say the same thing to you, ‘Why 
can’t you tell us some good news?’ We go on covering riots and protests, because we 
consider that the news. What’s your policy on this?” In his response, Chandler struck a 
different tone than he had in his speech earlier in 1969. He noted that the Times had been 
making “a conscious effort” to report “so-called good news stories—a black dress shop in 
Watts, or a foster mother in… East Los Angeles.” However, Chandler continued, such 
articles typically generated little interest among readers: “They’re like Bible stories: 
they’re nice to have, but they’re not very interesting. Because—say 1,000 children went 
to school yesterday, but there was one child that was hurt going to school. Why, that’s the 
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news, and that’s what they want to hear about and read about, even though they say they 
don’t and even though they say, ‘All you’re doing is tell[ing] us bad news.’”56 
Chandler’s statement in April 1969 that people do not want to read disturbing 
news is difficult to reconcile with his statement in November 1969 that people do want to 
read disturbing news and tend to skim over “good news stories.” In both cases, he glossed 
over two key distinctions. First is the distinction between politically controversial news 
and relatively depoliticized news. People are unlikely to get angry at their local news 
outlet for reporting that a child from their area was hurt going to school, because that 
news carries few political implications. On the other hand, some people might get angry 
at their local news outlet for reporting on political protests in another city, because they 
view such reporting as amplifying the protesters’ voices and giving them a platform they 
do not deserve (this was Agnew’s view). The second distinction is between whether or 
not something is reported and how it is reported. For example, most Los Angeles Times 
readers surely considered the Black Power movement and the Berkeley Free Speech 
movement newsworthy. They wanted to read about such movements, but they wanted to 
read coverage that reflected their political opinions. 
Whatever their reservations about focusing too relentlessly on negative news, no 
news organization that hoped to achieve or maintain a national reputation for excellence 
would demote disturbing stories from the front page or the top of the broadcast. For one 
thing, any news organization that downplayed depressing stories in favor of more 
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uplifting ones would lose the respect of its peers, something most leading journalists and 
news executives valued greatly (partly because it helped them win awards). For another, 
Otis Chandler was undoubtedly correct to say that people want to hear bad news, even if 
they deny it—this is a basic element of human nature—and from a business perspective, 
a company selling a product to the public can only thrive if it gives customers what they 
want. But perhaps most importantly, journalists had a deeply ingrained sense of what was 
newsworthy. Stories about political violence, protests, and threats to the prevailing social 
order—“social disorder stories” and “moral disorder stories,” as one sociologist has 
called them—struck them as major news.57  
Editors would always discuss how to handle individual stories, and they might 
decide that some bad-news stories were less newsworthy than others. But throughout the 
1970s, as the U.S. economy sputtered, cities decayed, and divisions over race, gender, 
and politics deepened, there was no effort at The New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times to downplay or mitigate such news. Indeed, sometimes there was an effort to do 
the reverse. In the late 70s, some Los Angeles Times editors were concerned about 
criticism that they were not devoting enough coverage to the problem of poverty in 
Southern California. So they appointed a new City-County bureau chief, Bill Boyarsky, 
whom they knew to be sympathetic to the plight of the poor. He was allowed to recruit 
his own staff and was given him a mandate to remedy this perceived deficit in the paper’s 
local coverage.58  
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***** 
In public responses to Agnew’s speeches, journalists and news executives 
objected primarily to the vice president’s apparent attempt to intimidate or censor the 
news media.59 This was undoubtedly a serious concern, especially for the TV networks, 
which depended on government licenses in order to broadcast. However, many of them 
privately shared a separate concern: that Agnew’s attacks could further damage their 
credibility. This derived in particular from Agnew’s fourth main criticism, that news 
coverage was biased and inaccurate. More than anything else he said, this struck at the 
heart of the news media’s mission, calling into question their most basic function of 
providing reliable information. Public trust in the news media had been declining sharply 
throughout the 1960s. In a 1966 poll, for example only 29 percent of Americans said they 
had a “great deal of confidence” in the press, but and by 1971, the number was down to 
18 percent.60 This trend worried many newspaper publishers and editors even before 
Nixon and Agnew were elected. In a 1966 memo to publisher Otis Chandler about the 
challenges facing journalism, Los Angeles Times editor-in-chief Nick Williams 
emphasized “the credibility factor,” by which he meant “the feeling on the part of a large 
segment of the public that newspapers slant their news, or select their news, to 
accomplish a specific and not always honorable purpose.” Williams noted, “We sell 
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credibility… [it is] probably our most important asset.”61 The following year, Chandler 
devoted an entire speech to the topic of the credibility gap between the public and the 
news media, in which he felt compelled to raise the question, “Are the media, in fact, 
deliberately distorting, deliberately poisoning, the flow of information to the public they 
serve?” His answer was “an emphatic no,” and he called “the so-called credibility gap” a 
“molehill” and a cliché.”62 
That was in 1967. A few years later—after the turbulent events of 1968, the 
Nixon administration’s assault on the press, and increased social and political turmoil 
throughout the country—the L.A. Times leadership was much less cavalier about the 
credibility question. In 1971, Nick Williams reflected on the state of journalism in a letter 
to his Washington correspondent Stuart Loory, who was taking a leave from the paper. “I 
have a terribly uneasy feeling that journalism has reached both a pinnacle and a 
crossroads,” Williams wrote. “I suspect it has gained enormously in power and has lost 
credibility, per se, with an alarming percentage of the people.” If the loss of credibility 
were to continue, he mused, “we [will] have destroyed or weakened a keystone of our 
Constitution.” To head off this threat, Williams felt that the press needed to provide even 
more analysis—“to expound as thoroughly as we can…what we think has happened or 
will happen”—but in doing so, “beware of our own prejudices” and “reexamine them 
constantly.”63 Bill Thomas, who took over for Williams as editor-in-chief in 1971, told 
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the L.A. Times business managers at a 1972 meeting, “We must above all else remain 
credible, or we are of no value to anyone.”64 
At The New York Times, the concern about credibility was even greater. It was the 
central preoccupation of the paper’s top editor, Abe Rosenthal, who made it his mission 
to “keep the paper straight,” as he liked to say, and to preserve the Times’s reputation for 
trustworthy, unbiased coverage. But Rosenthal was hardly alone in his concern. In 1973, 
the New York Times sales and marketing department took the problem seriously enough 
to prepare a detailed report for the publisher in which they took the unusual step of 
suggesting editorial changes. The report informed Punch Sulzberger that the paper’s 
image had “suffered deterioration in the minds of a substantial portion of the public” 
since the 1950s and early 60s, and it advised considering changes “in news coverage and 
presentation that would add to The Times’ credibility.”65  
The question of credibility, of course, cannot be separated from the question of 
objectivity. Most readers would trust a newspaper if they believed its coverage to be 
objective, and they would distrust it if they believed otherwise. And newspapers, by 
proclaiming their objectivity loudly and proudly for years, had created an expectation on 
the part of readers that they would rarely encounter anything biased or unfair in the paper. 
This expectation became much harder to meet in an age of interpretive reporting, riots, 
protests, and tumultuous social change. In early 1969, during James Reston’s short stint 
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as executive editor of The New York Times, he was sufficiently worried about charges of 
bias to send a memo to the paper’s 22 most senior editors telling them to be especially 
watchful: “For thirty years on The Times,” Reston wrote, “I’ve been hearing complaints 
from inside and outside the paper of editorializing in the news columns, but lately the 
charges seem to have increased.”66 When several months later the vice president of the 
United States voiced such complaints—telling the public that the press was biased, 
unfair, and inaccurate—that compounded the challenge that organizations like The New 
York Times and the Los Angeles Times faced in trying to convince readers to trust them. 
But their task was not simply to retain or win back the trust of the Silent Majority by 
reaffirming their commitment to traditional journalistic values. Because at same time 
Agnew and his followers were telling the press, “Be more objective,” other influential 
voices were telling them, “Stop trying to be objective.” 
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Chapter 3 
 
Objectivity and the Left: An Ideal Worth Abandoning 
 
On March 20, 1970, The New York Times published a very unusual full-page ad. 
It was a message from A. M. Rosenthal, who had become managing editor (the top 
editorial job at the time) the previous year. Rosenthal explained to readers that the Times 
was changing in significant ways—in particular, performing more investigative 
journalism and reporting “not simply what people say and do, but what they think, what 
motivates them, their styles of living, the movements, trends and forces acting upon 
society.” That is to say, the paper’s reporting was becoming more adversarial, more 
analytical, and broader in scope (shifts examined elsewhere in this dissertation). But in 
spite of those changes, Rosenthal emphasized, the paper remained more devoted than 
ever to its “personality and purpose,” which derived above all from its “most important” 
commitment:  
The Times is a newspaper of objectivity. Time was when objectivity was taken 
for granted as a newspaper’s goal, if not always an attained goal. But we live in a 
time of commitment and advocacy, when “tell it like it is” really means “tell it 
like I say it is” or “tell it as I want it to be.” For precisely that reason, it is more 
important than ever that The Times keeps objectivity in its news columns as its 
number one, bedrock principle. We are all quite aware that since every story is 
written by a human being and that the decision on how to play it is made by other 
human beings, total pristine objectivity is impossible clinically. But we struggle to 
achieve the highest possible degree of objectivity.1  
 
This message was obviously aimed at readers who might doubt the paper’s 
fairness or credibility. But they were not the only constituency who needed to hear it, 
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Rosenthal believed. He originally intended it for his colleagues and subordinates inside 
the New York Times newsroom; the text of the ad was adapted from an internal memo 
that Rosenthal had sent to the entire staff in October 1969, two months after becoming 
managing editor. In it he laid out a list of seven core beliefs on which “the character of 
the paper” rested. Five of those seven beliefs concerned objectivity: 
The belief that although total objectivity may be impossible because every 
story is written by a human being, the duty of every reporter and editor is to strive 
for as much objectivity as humanly possible. 
The belief that no matter how engaged the reporter is emotionally he tries 
as best he can to disengage himself when he sits down at the typewriter. 
The belief that expression of personal opinion should be excluded from 
the news columns. 
The belief that our own pejorative phrases should be excluded, and so 
should anonymous charges against people or institutions.  
The belief that presenting both sides of the issue is not hedging but the 
essence of responsible journalism.2  
 
In his staff memo, Rosenthal did not accuse anyone in particular of failing to 
honor those beliefs. “I am bringing all this up,” he wrote, “not as a warning nor as a cry 
of alarm, because neither is needed, but simply as a reaffirmation of the determination to 
maintain the character of The Times as we grow and develop.” That was disingenuous—
privately, he felt there was indeed cause for alarm. He had adapted the memo from a 
letter he wrote the year before, when he was still metropolitan editor, to James Reston, 
then the paper’s executive editor. In that letter, Rosenthal listed the same core beliefs and 
emphasized the need for the paper to maintain its character, but he also said that that 
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character was under serious threat from inside the newsroom. “There are more reporters 
on the paper who seem to question or challenge the duty of the reporter, once taken for 
granted, to be above the battle,” Rosenthal wrote to Reston. “Inevitably, more young 
reporters reflect the philosophy of their age group and times—personal engagement, 
militancy and radicalism…. It is also inevitable as time goes on that the radical or 
militant element in The Times staff will increase in size.” A staunch anti-communist, 
Rosenthal even worried that some young subversives would secretly try to radicalize the 
paper from within—“radicalization of an establishment institution is an accepted and 
proper goal for militants, even an obligation,” he noted.3 
Rosenthal may have been lapsing into paranoia with that last concern, but he and 
other like-minded editors and publishers were facing a serious rebellion from within their 
ranks. Many young journalists (and some not-so-young ones) simply did not believe in 
the notion of objectivity. Far from considering it journalism’s noblest principle, they 
believed it was foolish at best and deeply harmful at worst. This conflict existed at news 
organizations throughout the country. A June 1970 headline in the newspaper trade 
journal Editor & Publisher described the situation succinctly: “Attack on Objectivity 
Increases from Within.”4 After an article in The Wall Street Journal mentioned 
Rosenthal’s staff memo and quoted excerpts from it, numerous requests came in to 
Rosenthal’s office for a copy of the complete memo.5 “We wrestle with the same 
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problem here,” wrote the Washington bureau chief of the Minneapolis Tribune. The 
general manager of The Associated Press told Rosenthal, “I have spoken to some young 
groups recently and expect some day to run into a militant with all the pat arguments for 
involvement. I’d like to gather all the material I can on the reasons for objectivity.” Many 
other editors and several journalism professors also wrote Rosenthal to thank him for 
sending them the memo and to say how heartily they agreed with what he said.6 
 During the period from the mid-60s to the mid-70s, activists were calling for 
systemic change in nearly every societal institution, and the press was no exception. A 
main obstacle to positive change, many felt, was journalists’ unquestioning belief in 
objectivity. As Rosenthal wrote in his message to readers, a commitment to objectivity 
was no longer taken for granted. Writing in the fall of 1969, the longtime Hartford 
Courant editor-in-chief Herbert Brucker noted that, a decade earlier, “everyone agreed 
with what had been taught those of us who went into newspaper work in the first half of 
the century: that an accurate, unbiased account of the event reported was journalism’s 
purest gem…. Today objective news has become anathema to young activists in 
journalism.”7 In a May 1970 speech, the editor-in-chief of the Wichita Eagle observed 
that many journalism students “regard…objectivity as obscene.”8 
 The reasons for these vociferous objections to objectivity varied. Some rejected 
the ideal because it was so plainly unachievable—although even objectivity’s defenders, 
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such as Rosenthal, acknowledged that “total pristine objectivity” was impossible. Hunter 
S. Thompson declared of objective journalism, “The phrase itself is a pompous 
contradiction in terms” and cracked, “The only thing I ever saw that came close to 
Objective Journalism was a closed-circuit TV setup that watched shoplifters at the 
General Store in Woody Creek, Colorado.”9 In some cases this focus on the impossibility 
of being objective reflected genuine disagreements over what the term actually meant, 
and in some cases it reflected a willingness to misrepresent the opposing view in order to 
win an argument—to elide the difference between demanding absolute objectivity and 
striving to be as objective as possible.  
 A related point, but one that was voiced less frequently, concerns the difficulty of 
recognizing one’s own biases. Rosenthal issued dozens of memos flagging examples of 
bias that he found in The New York Times, and in nearly every instance it was left-wing 
bias that he detected. Since most Times reporters were left-leaning, one would expect 
liberal bias to be more common than conservative bias, and in many of the passages to 
which Rosenthal objected, the reporter’s left-wing sympathies are quite evident. For 
instance, a 1973 article about the political mood on college campuses began: “Political 
activism is moribund at colleges and universities in New York, New Jersey, and 
Connecticut, and students have taken on the superficial appearance of their self-centered, 
socially indifferent, All-American campus counterparts of the 1950s.” The following two 
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paragraphs continued in a similar vein.10 Rosenthal wrote to the two section editors 
responsible for it, saying, “I really couldn’t believe my eyes when I read those first few 
paragraphs,” calling them “editorialized in the extreme” for taking a negative view of 
students who did not engage in political activism. Reminding his colleagues that the 
credibility of the paper was under constant threat, he noted, “If we lose our reputation for 
non-editorialization, we are lost.”11  
 In other instances, however, Rosenthal seized on seemingly inoffensive phrasing 
and insisted that it betrayed a liberal bias on the part of the reporter. In a 1972 article 
about the U.S. Senate, reporter John Finney wrote that absenteeism among many liberal 
Democratic senators “is now threatening to shift the balance of power back to a 
conservative coalition.”12 This prompted a letter from Rosenthal to Finney and the two 
top editors in the Washington bureau: “It strikes me that the use of this word 
[‘threatening’] was such an obvious indication of political bias that I am rather stunned 
that it was written, passed through the Washington desk and passed through at least two 
editors in New York. To whom is it threatening? Surely not the conservatives…. I cannot 
overemphasize the importance of guarding against this kind of thing. It not only damages 
a reporter’s credibility but the paper’s and confirms readers in their belief that news 
columns can be as biased as editorial columns.”13 
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There were undoubtedly many Times articles that someone to the left of Rosenthal 
would have found to exhibit a conservative bias. But among his voluminous written 
complaints about editorializing, only once does he appear to have noticed editorializing 
from a right-wing perspective. It was in 1972, when the retired Times columnist and 
longtime Washington bureau chief Arthur Krock wrote a scathing article about the state 
of the Democratic Party.14 It was essentially an opinion column, full of provocative 
arguments, but it ran on the news pages—this was about the most flagrant example of 
editorializing that one could imagine, and that is what it took to get Rosenthal to 
acknowledge that conservative bias might occasionally appear in his paper. “We don’t 
print editorials in The New York Times news columns no matter who they come from,” 
Rosenthal reminded the responsible editors.15  
One prominent example of conservative bias escaped Rosenthal’s notice because 
he authored it himself. As someone who grew up in poverty and cherished the free 
education he had received at City College of New York, Rosenthal deplored the wave of 
campus radicalism that he felt was overshadowing the universities’ educational mission. 
Rosenthal was the New York Times metropolitan editor in April 1968, when student 
protesters at Columbia took over several university buildings, including the office of the 
president, Grayson Kirk. Although he was no longer a reporter and had not personally 
covered a news story in more than two years, Rosenthal took the unusual step of going to 
Columbia the night that police forcibly removed the students. His resulting front-page 
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article sided openly with Kirk and the police, whom many accused of using excessive 
force; he depicted the student protesters, for the most part, as violent and hate-filled.16 
Many Times journalists, especially younger ones, sympathized with the student 
movement and were appalled by Rosenthal’s piece. Steve Roberts, at the time a 25-year-
old reporter who worked under Rosenthal on the metropolitan desk, remembered the 
situation vividly decades later. “The younger reporters were identifying very strongly 
with the protesters, [and Rosenthal] was identifying very strongly with the police and the 
authorities at Columbia,” Roberts said. “We felt that the coverage of Columbia was 
heavily influenced and tilted toward the police version and the administration version, 
and that the Times would not allow us to give voice to the protesters’ side of things.”17 So 
instead, Roberts presented the protesters’ side, and excoriated Grayson Kirk, in an article 
in the Village Voice, the alternative weekly that was often sharply critical of the 
Establishment press and especially The New York Times.18 This earned Roberts a rebuke 
from Rosenthal, who scolded the young reporter for using “extremely bad judgment in 
taking a sharp editorial position on a story which he was covering.”19 
But in spite of their opposing views on the situation at Columbia, Roberts and 
Rosenthal shared the same fundamental concern about The New York Times’s credibility 
and reputation for objectivity. Roberts and other reporters of his generation did not 
necessarily object to airing the viewpoint of the police and the Columbia administration; 
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rather, said Roberts, “We felt strongly—and I was not alone—that this coverage was not 
balanced.” Rosenthal became managing editor a year later, and his article about 
Columbia, according to Roberts, contributed greatly to the Times’s lack of credibility 
among young people throughout Rosenthal’s editorship. “I can’t tell you how many 
dozens of times that piece was thrown up in my face,” said Roberts, who spent many 
years covering students and youth movements for the paper. “Writing that story was an 
act of terrible misjudgment that harmed the paper for years afterward.”20  
Objectivity means not favoring any one viewpoint over another, but even if news 
coverage manages to do that, a question remains about how to decide which viewpoints 
get a hearing and which do not. On controversial issues, there are certain viewpoints that 
journalists following the dictates of objectivity feel merit inclusion in their coverage—
these viewpoints fall into what the political scientist Daniel Hallin calls the “sphere of 
legitimate controversy.” Other viewpoints journalists consider unfounded, or too 
extreme—these fall into the “sphere of deviance” and rarely get discussed. Non-
controversial views are contained in the “sphere of consensus.”21 In the case of 
Columbia, some Times journalists (most notably Rosenthal) felt the views of radical 
leftist students fell into the sphere of deviance, whereas others (such as Roberts) felt they 
belonged in the sphere of legitimate controversy.  
Even if they did not think of it in these precise terms, working journalists 
understood that objectivity in practice entailed deciding which viewpoints deserved 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Steven V. Roberts, interview with author, October 3, 2014. 
21 Daniel C. Hallin, The “Uncensored War”: The Media in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1986), 116-117. 
  
	  109 
serious consideration and which did not. This recognition caused journalists who 
sympathized with the New Left or other political ideologies outside the mainstream to 
become disillusioned with and often to reject the doctrine of objectivity. Many African-
American journalists were deeply skeptical about claims of objectivity for the same 
reason. C. Gerald Fraser, who was hired as a The New York Times reporter in 1967, was 
disappointed when the paper declined to publish a story he had written in the late 60s 
about black college students. “I just went out and asked the black students what they 
thought, and that’s not what the Times wanted,” Fraser recalled. “Had I interviewed the 
deans and college presidents and said, ‘How are you dealing with the black students 
now?,’ [my editor] would have liked that.” But his mission at the Times, Fraser felt, was 
to convey perspectives that might not otherwise appear in the paper. “You can always get 
the white college president to talk,” Fraser noted, “but what does the black student have 
to say?”22 
Fraser and his fellow black reporters at the Times recognized “that our viewpoint 
was different than the general viewpoint on the news.” Along with African-American 
journalists working for other publications in New York, they formed a group called Black 
Perspective, which met regularly in the offices of Kenneth Clark, the renowned African-
American psychologist at City College.23 In that forum as well as in others, they 
discussed objectivity frequently. Reporter Earl Caldwell recalled that they noted the irony 
in white editors asking them to be objective when, by the standards of the black 
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journalists, the paper was failing utterly to be objective in its coverage of issues affecting 
people of color. As Caldwell said, “The objectivity thing—I never got caught up on that. 
I always just said, ‘I’m going to try to be honest, and I’m going to try to be fair.’”24  
Many black journalists felt that objectivity was often synonymous with coverage 
that represented the mainstream white perspective. Gerald Fraser cited an example from 
his time at the New York Daily News, where he worked for four years as a copy editor 
before moving to The New York Times. The Daily News often referred to Adam Clayton 
Powell Jr., the U.S. Representative from Harlem, as “the flamboyant Harlem 
congressman.” One day, Fraser recalled, “I just drew a line through the word 
‘flamboyant.’ I said to myself, I’m sick of this. Just say ‘the Harlem congressman.’” 
Fraser’s boss overruled him and insisted that the word “flamboyant” be restored. “That 
was the attitude of the news media,” said Fraser. “They could call him ‘the flamboyant 
congressman’ and think they were being objective. Because after all, he was tall, good-
looking, well-spoken, took no stuff from them, and so forth, so something had to be 
wrong with him!”25 Rather than try to follow the vague dictates of objectivity, Fraser 
said, he simply tried to be “fair” and “honest”—the same terms used by Caldwell other 
journalists who had qualms about the concept of objectivity.26 
At The New York Times too, black employees took exception to what they 
considered condescending coverage of Adam Clayton Powell Jr. When the paper 
published a negative editorial assessment of Powell after his death, the Afro-American 
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Employees Association of the Times wrote to editorial page editor John Oakes to express 
their dissatisfaction—and to charge the Times with a lack of objectivity. “It seems that in 
the Times’s rush to criticize Powell, it failed to make an objective assessment of his 
influence and impact on Black America,” the letter stated, adding that “the editorial 
establishes itself as another one of those pieces on Blacks that suffer from an egregious 
lack of perspective and scope.”27 This charge is similar to Fraser’s, and to the complaint 
that Steve Roberts had about the Times’s coverage of the Columbia student revolt: that by 
giving some perspectives the greatest prominence and by ignoring or downplaying others, 
the paper was exhibiting a kind of bias, perhaps without realizing it. 
This was the most frequent and most effective argument against objectivity: that it 
was, ironically, biased in its own way. In a 1970 column about the folly of objectivity, the 
iconoclastic Washington Post writer Nicholas von Hoffman skipped over the obvious 
point that pure objectivity is unachievable. Instead, he argued that because objectivity 
entailed taking at face value “the words and deeds of most of the men on our front 
pages,” it was inherently biased. “This kind of objectivity rejects information that tends 
to throw doubt on ancient institutions and established practice,” von Hoffman wrote.28 In 
other words, the accepted norms of journalistic practice—especially objectivity—created 
a bias in favor of the Establishment. Many journalists felt this way, but most were young 
and did not hold high-level positions at major news organizations. The senior editors 
generally dismissed that criticism, as von Hoffman acknowledged. The New York Times, 
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however, had a vocal advocate for the anti-objectivity viewpoint on its masthead: 
associate editor and columnist Tom Wicker.  
 A North Carolina native who joined the Times in 1960, Wicker became a favorite 
of Washington bureau chief James Reston and distinguished himself with his vivid 
writing and analytical verve. He succeeded Reston as bureau chief in 1964, but he turned 
out to be an ineffective manager, and he left Washington after four years in order to 
devote himself full-time to the opinion column he had begun writing in 1966 (his left-
wing voice replaced that of the conservative Arthur Krock on the opinion page). As a 
consolation for losing the prestigious job of Washington bureau chief, Wicker received 
the title of associate editor. Although he had no editing or managerial responsibilities, his 
name appeared on the editorial-page masthead alongside the names of the paper’s 
publisher and top editors.  
Wicker had no use for the concept of objectivity, and he had no qualms about 
saying so publicly. Writing in the Columbia Journalism Review in 1971, he declared 
objectivity to be the American press’s “biggest weakness.” By objectivity, Wicker said, 
he meant the press’s “reliance on and its acceptance of official sources”—that is, 
privileging the perspective of the powerful. “The tradition of objectivity,” Wicker 
explained, “is bound to give a special kind of weight to the official source, the one who 
speaks from a powerful institutional position.” In truth, he wrote, objectivity equated to 
an “orientation toward nationalism on the one hand and toward establishmentarianism on 
the other hand.” This orientation had led to what Wicker considered some of the press’s 
greatest failings in recent years, such as failing to question the American strategy in 
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Vietnam and dismissing the 1968 presidential campaign of the liberal Democratic senator 
Eugene McCarthy as “a joke.”29 
 Wicker acknowledged that he had no ready-made solution for the problem of 
objectivity, no new model with which to replace it. But in his CJR article and in a 
subsequent speech on the same themes, he suggested that the press needed “an 
intellectual tradition”—meaning that journalists should have more freedom to include 
their judgments in articles and to experiment with different literary forms.30 That 
suggestion overlapped with another frequent complaint about objectivity: that it placed 
unnecessary constraints on journalists. It prevented them from reporting everything they 
knew, and it prevented them from following their consciences. 
 Many young American journalists in the late 1960s and early 70s, dissatisfied 
with the doctrine of objectivity, looked at the European press and found what they 
considered a superior approach. In Europe, most newspapers made no pretense of 
objectivity; they openly espoused a certain ideological viewpoint, and reporters were 
permitted to make far-reaching claims and judgments on their own authority, without 
having to quote a specific source. Since reporters remained on the same beat for many 
years and became experts, they had the knowledge to make such judgments and claims. 
Rather than quoting several people with different views on a certain situation, European 
journalists could simply tell the reader, “this is the situation,” and decide whether or not it 
was worth quoting the sources to whom they had spoken. Journalists who worked for 
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major American news organizations such as The Boston Globe, The Minneapolis 
Tribune, The Philadelphia Bulletin, and The New York Times felt that the European 
model was in many ways superior, and they argued that point not only inside their 
newsrooms but also in journalism reviews and left-wing magazines.31  
 Newspapers’ internal debates over objectivity were largely about politics and 
writerly freedom, but it was also about control. The editors, who were generally older and 
more conservative than the reporters, were the ones with the power to dole out 
assignments, change the text of articles, write headlines, determine what would appear on 
the front page, and so forth. As with most large organizations, newspapers were 
organized hierarchically. In this respect, too, many journalists found a more appealing 
model in European newspapers—in particular Le Monde, the respected Parisian daily that 
was run as a cooperative, with reporters sharing in decisions about editing and story 
placement, and with the journalists themselves each owning a share of the paper.32 
Sometime around 1970, a group of New York Times staffers who were dissatisfied with 
the paper’s hierarchical decision-making process invited a representative from Le Monde 
to address the newsroom. Arthur Gelb, the then-metropolitan editor who was Abe 
Rosenthal’s longtime right-hand man, found the presentation something of a joke, 
recalling that as the man from Le Monde spoke it became obvious to the Times staffers in 
attendance that this model would never work for them.33 It is unclear whether or not the 
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people who initiated the meeting felt the same way, but in the end, the decision on 
whether to try out any of Le Monde’s methods rested with people like Gelb and 
Rosenthal, and they never seriously considered it. 
 The avuncular Gelb was open to hearing challenges to the paper’s traditional 
structure and ideals, even if he wound up dismissing them. Rosenthal, however, had no 
patience for challenges to his authority or for proposed experiments in participatory 
democracy. In 1972, an editor in his 20s, David Schneiderman, sent Rosenthal a letter 
arguing that the talents of young Times staffers were being wasted in menial jobs, and 
that young people in general did not find the Times worthwhile or trustworthy. It was a 
thoughtful, well-meaning letter, although it was blunt and somewhat presumptuous. It 
sent Rosenthal into a rage. He wrote Schneiderman a curt memorandum in reply: “Oh, 
no, Mr. Schneiderman, I will engage in no discussion, ever, with anybody who opens 
with hostility, insult, arrogance, and assault. I would demean myself by writing further.” 
Rosenthal confided to a colleague the following day that before sending this memo to 
Schneiderman, he had dictated three much harsher ones that he discarded. He said there 
was “a warp in Mr. Schneiderman,” and that Schneiderman’s letter had made him 
physically ill, forcing him to skip the daily front-page meeting.34 
 Viewed in isolation, Rosenthal’s response to Schneiderman’s letter seems like a 
bizarre overreaction. But the letter came at a time when Rosenthal felt he and his values 
were under attack, including and perhaps especially from people within The New York 
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Times. In 1970, New York magazine published an article titled “The Cabal at the New 
York Times: Which Way to the Revolution?” It reported on a group of prominent Times 
journalists—star reporters such as J. Anthony (Tony) Lukas and Joseph Lelyveld, cultural 
critics John Leonard and Clive Barnes, women’s-news editor Charlotte Curtis—who 
wished to challenge “the current political and journalistic directions of the Times.” They 
had been holding informal meetings during which they shared their grievances about 
heavy-handed editing and the paper’s top-down decision-making process. Rosenthal got 
wind of it and invited the members of the “cabal” to a dinner at which he listened to their 
complaints and shot back with some criticisms of his own. The cabal petered out shortly 
thereafter.35 According to Lelyveld, the cabal meetings were simply an opportunity for 
people to vent their frustrations, not a serious effort to change the character of the paper. 
But Rosenthal, he said, took it quite seriously. “It lingered for years in his mind as a great 
rebellion he put down,” said Lelyveld.36  
In 1971, one year after the cabal episode, Rosenthal began for the first time in his 
life keeping a journal. He mused about his reasons for doing so in his first entry. The 
most likely reason, he wrote, was “the incessant attacks on The Times from the left and 
the liberal community. Somehow, the attacks from the right do not bother me—they 
never liked the paper or what it was trying to do. But the past few years the antagonism 
of the far left—which also never bothered me very much—has spread rightward into the 
center.” Journalists from New York magazine, the Village Voice, and elsewhere who 
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criticized the Times were “filled with hatred,” he wrote, which he found greatly 
disturbing.37 Rosenthal’s displeasure must have deepened when, four months after that 
journal entry, reporter Tony Lukas left the Times to co-found the journalism review 
[More]. Like most other editors, Rosenthal was a great admirer of Lukas’s vividly 
written investigative articles, one of which—about a young woman from a wealthy 
Connecticut family living a double life in Greenwich Village, where she was murdered—
was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1968. [More] would criticize the Times frequently and 
caustically; many prominent Times alumni (and some journalists who still worked at the 
paper) would write for [More] or participate in its annual conventions. 
Rosenthal found the barbs from [More] and other left-wing publications so 
galling because they flippantly rejected the journalistic values he held dear—above all, 
objectivity. The mission statement in [More]’s first issue declared that it would cover the 
press “fairly but not ‘objectively.’”38 Putting the word in quotation marks conveyed the 
editors’ belief that any sophisticated person would recognize journalistic objectivity as a 
ridiculous or phony concept; they felt no need to explain why they would not try to report 
objectively. For them, and for the many journalists who shared their views, the question 
of objectivity had been settled. The real question when it came to fundamental 
journalistic values was how actively journalists should become involved in the stories 
they covered. 
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Some journalists had come to feel that the issues facing the United States were too 
important, and the press’s influence too great, for them to remain neutral. Rosenthal was 
quite cognizant of this issue. As he explained in September 1969 memo to Turner 
Catledge, one of his predecessors as managing editor, “Many of the bright young people 
who come onto the paper and who will come onto the paper come from an atmosphere in 
which objectivity is no longer considered a great goal. On the contrary, the things that 
count for them are advocacy and commitment.” An article in the Wall Street Journal the 
following month examined the push among many journalists to become activists or 
advocates. It contrasted the attitude of Sydney Gruson, a New York Times executive and 
former foreign correspondent, with that of his daughter Kerry, a 21-year-old reporter for 
the Raleigh News and Observer. The elder Gruson said, “I feel very strongly about the 
purity of the news columns. Pure objectivity might not exist, but you have to strive for it 
anyway.” Kerry Gruson countered, “Objectivity is a myth. There comes a point when you 
have to take a stand.” For her, that point had come with the escalation of the Vietnam 
War. Like many journalists, she had participated in the nationwide Moratorium Day 
protests on October 15, 1969.39 
 Tom Wicker had similarly strong feelings about the war in Vietnam. He 
participated in the “Teach-In” movement on college campuses, in which professors and 
other distinguished speakers told audiences about the war and how they might help end it. 
In one particularly fiery speech at Harvard in February 1971, Wicker encouraged 
protests, civil disobedience, and withholding taxes from the federal government, telling 
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the crowd, “We got one president out and perhaps we can do that again” (referring to 
Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to run for reelection in 1968). The Boston Globe printed 
the complete text of the speech, with the headline reading in part, “New York Times 
Columnist Goes Activist.”40 Abe Rosenthal, as he often did when Wicker publicly defied 
the tenets of objectivity, protested to the publisher. In this instance, he discussed the issue 
with Sulzberger in person, but on subsequent occasions he sent impassioned letters. 
Reacting to Wicker’s Columbia Journalism Review later in 1971, in which he called 
objectivity the press’s “biggest weakness,” Rosenthal told Sulzberger:  
Here we have a man whose name appears on the masthead telling his readers that 
what The Times promotes and what is at the base of its existence are not worth 
having.… The editors of The Times struggle to maintain the reputation of its news 
columns for objectivity and comprehensiveness. It is the most difficult period of 
struggle in this connection that the Times has ever gone through for the very plain 
reasons that we are living in a period when more and more young journalists 
question the principles and when The Times, like all institutions, is buffeted by 
pressures of unrest and disruption. It seems to me fairly obvious that these people 
inside the paper who wish us to drop objectivity and comprehensiveness will 
receive comfort and inspiration from Wicker’s article, thus making our job even 
more difficult than it is or need be.41 
 
But despite Rosenthal’s pleas, the publisher was reluctant to come down too hard 
on Wicker. Sulzberger seems to have rebuked Wicker only rarely for making public 
statements that could damage the Times’s reputation.42 In Wicker’s papers and the papers 
of his Times contemporaries, there appear to be only two instances when Sulzberger 
wrote to Wicker about the issue. In March 1970, Sulzberger sent him a very short memo: 
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“Just a brief note to tell you I have heard a couple of reports regarding your remarks at 
the Foreign Policy Association as advocating editorializing in the news columns. I 
believe that this is far from your point of view I thought I should call it to your attention.” 
(Wicker responded that he had said no such thing.)43 In 1972, upon learning that Wicker 
was slated to participate in a convention sponsored by the journalism review and New 
York Times antagonist [More], Sulzberger sent him a letter, apparently at Rosenthal’s 
urging. Sulzberger said he was “very distressed to learn” of Wicker’s planned 
participation and reminded him that “as an editor…you bring with you the authority of 
the entire organization.” He encouraged Wicker to withdraw from the event, and sent an 
identical letter to Charlotte Curtis, the Times Family/Style editor, who also planned to 
attend. (Sulzberger later reconsidered his request that Wicker and Curtis withdraw, 
reasoning that the Times would risk even greater embarrassment if people learned that 
Sulzberger had ordered his editors not to attend the convention.)44 
Sulzberger seems not to have evinced the same level of concern that Rosenthal 
did about Wicker’s actions. He likely believed that regardless of what he told Wicker, or 
what he threatened him with, the headstrong Wicker would say whatever he wished in his 
Times column and in his speeches. If he pushed too hard for Wicker to censor himself, 
this popular, widely read columnist would likely resign—an embarrassment for 
Sulzberger and a loss for Times readers. In addition, the publisher considered Wicker a 
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close friend; Sulzberger and his wife, Carol, socialized frequently with Wicker and his 
wife, Neva.45 So Sulzberger tolerated Wicker’s periodic undermining of Times standards, 
to Rosenthal’s increasing chagrin.  
In a 1974 column, Wicker disparaged objectivity and seemed to encourage 
advocacy journalism in the same sentence. Writing that young journalism students were 
“seeking direct involvement in events,” Wicker predicted, “such a student attitude almost 
certainly portends the death of the press-box mentality—the reporter’s persistent myth 
that he can be a neutral observer rather than an inevitable part of the action.”46 This 
prompted another missive from Rosenthal to Sulzberger. He noted once again the 
constant struggle to “keep the paper straight,” warning that “if we fail, the nature of this 
paper and its contribution to American society will suffer…. And yet I believe we may 
indeed fail if we are attacked from within on this principle. This is exactly what happened 
in Tom Wicker’s column.” By this time, however, Rosenthal seemed resigned to the fact 
that Sulzberger would take no action. He acknowledged that as a columnist, Wicker had 
the right to “say anything he wishes.” For his part, Rosenthal said, “I have the right to 
object and I most certainly do.”47 Beyond that, however, there was little he could do, 
apart from working even harder to prevent other Times journalists from taking Wicker’s 
words to heart. 
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 When it came to advocacy, however, Rosenthal did not have to work particularly 
hard to gain acceptance for his point of view. While it was not uncommon for journalists 
at The New York Times to grapple with the meaning and practicability of objectivity, they 
were far less likely to consciously venture into advocacy or activism in their work. Some 
had been activists in college, but once they began working as professional journalists, 
most considered it dishonest or unprofessional to advocate a cause or a viewpoint in a 
news article.48 Sometimes, however, a journalist’s actions might lead to differences of 
opinion about what constituted advocacy and what did not. For instance, New York Times 
reporter Grace Lichtenstein was a devoted feminist—she was deeply involved in the 
discrimination lawsuit filed by the paper’s female employees—but also firmly devoted to 
practicing objective journalism.49 Nevertheless, Rosenthal could not shake the impression 
that she was an advocate for women’s causes. In a 1975 Lichtenstein article about 
changes to rape laws, Rosenthal seized on a line deep in the piece in which she referred to 
“the movement for a more realistic legal approach to sexual assault crimes.”50 The phrase 
“more realistic,” he claimed, “gives short shrift or no shrift to the opposing point of view, 
and makes it utterly clear to any reader that the piece strongly advocates the new rape 
laws.” The notion that, as Rosenthal put it, “she has consistently shown an advocacy 
point of view in her work,” limited Lichtenstein’s prospects for career advancement and 
her ability to get the assignments she wanted.51 When in 1977 she asked to cover the 
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National Women’s Conference in Houston, the editors denied her request on the grounds 
that she was too much of an advocate.52 
 Rosenthal’s accusations against Lichtenstein may have stemmed from his 
wariness of the feminist movement and his personal animosity toward Lichtenstein. In 
addition to her involvement in the women’s suit, she had in 1972 criticized the Times on 
television for not having enough women or minorities among its leadership—an offense 
for which Rosenthal bawled her out the next day.53 But whether or not Lichtenstein 
actually engaged in advocacy, the temptation to do so could be hard for journalists to 
resist when they believed deeply in a cause. For example, when Earl Caldwell traveled 
through the South to report an article about African-Americans’ views on school 
integration, he was surprised to find many people expressing some nostalgia for the days 
of Jim Crow schools. He recalled, “One thing they were saying was, ‘When we had an 
all-black school, we had the football coaches, you were the head coach of this—we don’t 
have nobody as a head coach now. We’re not even getting any coaching jobs.’” When 
Caldwell turned in a story with a quote like that, the national editor, Gene Roberts, did 
not want to publish it. According to Caldwell, Roberts said that some people would seize 
upon such remarks and use them as justification to stop the process of integration. So the 
Times decided not to run the article.54 Viewed one way, Roberts and Caldwell acted 
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responsibly by declining to publish material that would have been distorted and taken out 
of context in the service of damaging political goals—that was likely the way Roberts 
and Caldwell saw it. But viewed another way, they made a news judgments based on 
their desire to advance the cause of integration. Essentially, they decided not to amplify a 
viewpoint that they considered dangerous, or beyond the bounds of acceptable discourse. 
The notion that racial segregation is bad struck them, like most journalists, as an 
indisputable truth; it was in the sphere of consensus, as Daniel Hallin might say. So 
Roberts and Caldwell’s behavior, one could argue, was not an example of advocacy at 
all, but of rejecting deviant views. In other words, they were practicing objectivity. 
 ***** 
 As evidenced from the passage above, it can be easy to engage in semantic 
contortions with the word objectivity. Even Abe Rosenthal, probably the fiercest 
advocate of objectivity in American journalism during his years at The New York Times, 
acknowledged in his journal that the term was tricky. “I’m not going to get hung up on 
the word,” he wrote. “I know what it is and most of us know what it is, even when we 
struggle with it.”55 Others, however—such as the publisher and editors of the Los Angeles 
Times—were quite hung up on the word. In a 1971 speech, L.A. Times publisher Otis 
Chandler delivered a kind of manifesto outlining the credo in which he and his paper 
believed, analogous to the message from Rosenthal that The New York Times published in 
1970. Unlike Rosenthal, however, Chandler felt that striving for objectivity was a fool’s 
errand:  
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Probably the most often expressed criticism of the press today is that it has lost its 
objectivity—that elusive, vague, misunderstood phantom concept called 
objectivity…. Today the press is more honest in its presentation of what it 
considers to be news, not less honest. You notice I use the word honest rather than 
objective. I think this is because I detest the word objective. Pursuing the word 
objective only leads you into a semantic jungle…. The entire reporting and 
editing process involves selectivity, and selection is subjective…. [This] does not 
justify a concept of reporting where the emphasis is on the personal reaction of 
our reporter, which then leads to advocacy of a specific course of action…. The 
primary function of the press is to provide a large and complete and honest stream 
of pertinent information, free of personal bias, as much as it is possible to do so.56 
 
Beyond stating that there was “no such thing as completely objective reporting”—
a statement Abe Rosenthal would have agreed with—Chandler implied that there was no 
such thing as “the news”; there was only what the press “considers to be news.” 
Nevertheless, he drew a sharp line between accepting one’s own subjectivity and using 
that as a justification for biased coverage or advocacy journalism. He maintained that 
relying on “the collective best judgment of a great number of experienced professional 
newsmen” was the best way to produce a newspaper. 
Many on Chandler’s staff felt similarly ambivalent about objectivity. Editor-in-
chief Nick Williams rarely gave public speeches, but in 1970 he spoke to an audience at 
Claremont University, which two of his children had attended. He took the opportunity to 
“quarrel” with what he called “the basic theory of so-called objective journalism.” After 
pointing out the impossibility of total objectivity, he argued that even striving for 
objectivity could be harmful, because it prevented journalists from interpreting the news 
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in ways that would be useful to their readers.57 Williams frequently fielded letters from 
readers accusing the L.A. Times of failing to be objective. He took these opportunities to 
point out the problematic nature of objectivity and to note that it was not, strictly 
speaking, one of the paper’s goals. For instance, one reader in 1970 asked why the L.A. 
Times could not be as objective as the conservative-leaning magazine U.S. News and 
World Report. Williams responded, “The matter of objectivity always is a matter of 
opinion. It is quite possible to give the appearance of objectivity without, in fact, being all 
that objective. I suspect you may not agree with this but it is quite true—an article can be 
completely factual and not be at all objective. This can be achieved by the simple 
technique of selecting which facts you include in the article.”58 In 1969, Williams told 
another skeptical conservative reader, “We do try, if not always for objectivity, at least 
for fairness.”59 
Williams’s successor as editor-in-chief, Bill Thomas, made the same distinction. 
In a 1972 TV interview, Thomas was asked, “Is there such a thing as objectivity, in your 
judgment, and can an editor expect it of his reporters?” He replied, “No. It’s a word that’s 
been tossed around so much that nobody knows what it means anymore. I don’t think one 
can expect pure objectivity of anybody in any field at any time…it’s probably not 
humanly possible.” However, Thomas quickly indicated that it was mainly the word that 
was problematic, not the concept. “I think one can expect fairness, and that implies 
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professional standards,” he said. “In that regard, looking at objectivity through that 
definition, then I think you do have a right to expect that.”60 
Beyond the upper echelons of the paper, many reporters and editors at the Los 
Angeles Times were more comfortable with concepts like fairness and honesty than with 
the loaded term “objectivity.” Tim Rutten, who joined the paper in 1972 at age 23, as an 
editor in the features section, then moved to the editorial pages, recalled that objectivity 
was “a constant topic of discussion. What we eventually hit on was that it wasn’t a matter 
of objectivity, it was a matter of fairness…. I think most of us ultimately concluded that 
the word objectivity never should have been used to describe the value we were trying to 
preserve. We were trying to preserve fairness and even-handedness.”61 Bill Boyarsky, 
like many newspaper reporters, worked for the Associated Press before landing a job on a 
major metropolitan daily. The AP had an ironclad insistence on objectivity, since its 
business model consisted of selling articles to newspapers of all different political 
orientations. Boyarsky had absorbed that ethos during his time at the AP, but he said that 
within a few years of joining the L.A. Times in 1970, “I realized that objectivity is a bad 
word…. Everybody has opinions and a point of view and is a product of many things, and 
what you have to do is be aware of your prejudices, your point of view and all that, and if 
you’re doing a news story you have to take that into consideration.”62  
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In discussing their objections to objectivity and their ideas about what values 
should replace it, these L.A. Times journalists do not sound all that different from the 
people who did believe in objectivity. Trying to set aside one’s prejudices when working 
on a news story, being fair and even-handed, refraining from advocacy, eliminating 
personal bias as much as possible—these were among the main elements of objectivity as 
Abe Rosenthal defined it. In many ways, the debate over objectivity among non-
ideological journalists was simply a question of semantics. It meant one thing to 
Rosenthal, but to others it meant something very different. Many journalists equated 
objectivity with unquestioningly parroting the views of the powerful—failing to 
challenge Joe McCarthy when he accused people of being communists without any 
evidence, for example, or printing the U.S. military’s claims about how well the war 
effort in Vietnam was going without pointing out the dubiousness of the statistics. They 
thought it meant creating false equivalencies in a misguided attempt at balanced 
reporting—for example, in a story about an increase in crime, finding a source who 
believed that crime was decreasing, and giving both sides equal weight regardless of what 
the evidence might suggest. They associated objectivity with a “just the facts” approach 
that forbade analysis and forced journalists to obscure the truth. And after November 
1969, objectivity in the minds of many meant the kind of reporting Spiro Agnew 
wanted—something that most journalists, fiercely protective of their independence from 
government pressure, would never accept. 
It is not as if every journalist at the L.A. Times disliked the word objectivity. 
There were regular discussions about it in the newsroom or over drinks, with some taking 
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the position that it was worth striving for. In casual conversation and in their 
correspondence, Times editors often used the term to describe what they were trying to 
achieve.63 But striving for objectivity was not an all-consuming passion, as it was for Abe 
Rosenthal and others at The New York Times. At the L.A. Times, there was no stream of 
memos from the editor-in-chief’s office raising alarms about editorializing in the news 
columns. Although Nick Williams had concerns about the issue, he did not view it as a 
question of black and white, objectivity versus slanted coverage. But because he was 
such a strong advocate of interpretive reporting, it was important for him and the other 
senior editors to convey to the reporters what was acceptable and what was not, and they 
had several exchanges about that topic in the late 60s. In a 1970 memo to the three 
highest-ranking editors under him, Williams explained his position on how to move 
beyond “so-called objective journalism” without damaging the paper’s reputation: 
The judgment of reporters and editors, each from a somewhat different 
perspective, must be blended to produce the kind of articles that are indeed 
interpretive but are not—or not quite—pure opinion. We walk a tight rope here. 
Opinion is the stock-in-trade of drama and music critics and perhaps sports 
writers, particularly opinion of the personal sort, but I am not persuaded that it 
should enter decisively into the treatment of the sterner categories of news…. 
Some of the finest writing in The Times in recent years has come very close to 
this border line of personal opinion. And a few times, I think, it has slipped over 
the line, occasionally through the use of a single word or phrase. 
 
Slipping over the line was a problem, Williams continued, because the paper’s credibility 
suffered “when any fraction of it seems—to use a readers’ frequent phrase—vindictively 
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slanted.” After all the “time and sweat” the L.A. Times had devoted to shedding its image 
as a shill for the right wing, Williams said, “we have got to be above even the shadow of 
suspicion that we are ideologues.”64 
 So Williams was concerned, but this memo was hardly a fulmination against 
those who would undermine the newspaper’s values. By saying he was “not persuaded” 
that the reporter’s opinion should be inserted into news stories, he implied that it was a 
question on which reasonable people could disagree, and that he had considered the 
possibility that opinionated news might be acceptable. Writing to a Canadian newspaper 
editor in 1969 about the absolute necessity of interpretive reporting, Williams pooh-
poohed concerns that it might lead to bias. Interpretation “lays us open… to the charge, 
which is getting monotonous, that we are editorializing the news,” Williams wrote. 
“[That] isn’t really true and doesn’t concern me too much—the charge that we are 
editorializing is a cliché that means we and the news are disturbing people.”65  
Williams and other L.A. Times editors worried less than they might have about 
reporters slanting the news because they had a system in place designed to prevent that. 
Dennis Britton, who was the paper’s Washington editor from 1971 to 1977, before 
becoming national editor, recalled that an article from Washington might be edited by six 
different people before making it into print. Each of those people would have a different 
background and different biases, and each would attempt to remove any bias he or she 
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detected. That process “lent itself to creating copy that was not as biased but that was 
more neutral,” Britton said.66 Jim Bell, a news editor at the Times from 1965 to 2001, 
echoed that sentiment. On an important article, he noted, “you had five or six sets of eyes 
looking at this story…and everybody is trying to make sure that it’s objective and that we 
aren’t taking some kind of slanted view.”67 Nick Williams made a similar point in a 1969 
letter, acknowledging that reporters might sometimes get overzealous and favor one side 
too strongly, but assuring his correspondent that “editors are supposed to recognize that 
when it occurs and do a little balancing.”68 Naturally, The New York Times had a similar 
system in place, but Abe Rosenthal was less confident in his editors’ ability to correct for 
any apparent bias without constant prodding from him. 
When it came to safeguarding the L.A. Times’s credibility, Nick Williams and his 
successor, Bill Thomas, did not fixate on a stray word or phrase slipping past the editors 
and leading readers to detect some kind of bias. Their greater concern was that reporters 
might drift into advocacy. Beginning in the mid-60s, the paper ventured more and more 
into investigative work and interpretive reporting; it could be difficult in such articles to 
draw a line between interpretations and exhortations, or between exposés and 
indictments. (The exhortations and indictments were meant to be limited to the editorial 
columns.) Nick Williams sent a memo on this topic to Otis Chandler in 1968, prompted 
in part by efforts the paper had been making to act as an intermediary between the Los 
Angeles Police Department and leaders of L.A.’s black community. Williams wrote, “We 
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do run some psychological risks when our people begin to think of themselves in any 
way as ‘participants,’ even as the relayers of messages. For involvement, of any kind or 
degree, tends to lead to more involvement.” In this same memo, Williams stated that 
journalists becoming participants was “a highly debatable area,” and added, 
“uninvolvement when pursuing a socially valuable objective is hard to maintain” (to 
which Chandler wrote “agree” in the margin).69  
As time went on, however, concerns about the paper’s credibility grew, and it 
became apparent that the Times’s efforts to mediate the relationship between the police 
and the black community had not been fruitful. After one ill-fated attempt at mediation in 
1969, managing editor Frank Haven and then-metropolitan editor Bill Thomas each wrote 
to Williams. “Reasonable as it sounds to take an active part in solving community 
problems, our own participation inevitably shapes the news,” Thomas said. Haven 
concurred: “I strongly agree we shouldn’t be involved as participants.”70  
The paper’s leaders grew ever more convinced that they had to protect their 
reputation for independence, which meant a stricter policy against anything that 
resembled advocacy or conflict of interest. In 1970, Otis Chandler asked Nick Williams 
and associate editor Bob Donovan whether they thought he should serve on corporate 
boards apart from his own (the Times Mirror Company). Donovan said no, because it 
could create the presumption “of a special relationship between the outside organization 
and the paper. Even if unjustified, such a presumption could damage the image of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Nick Williams to Otis Chandler, September 13, 1968, Los Angeles Times Records, box 448, folder 15. 
70 Thomas to Williams, March 18, 1969; Haven to Williams, n.d.; Los Angeles Times Records, box 461, 
folder 10. 
  
	  133 
independence and objectivity cherished by the paper. This would be doubly unfortunate 
at a time when the credibility of the press is under widespread challenge.” Williams 
agreed, saying, “The complete and demonstrable, unassailable independence of a 
newspaper is its greatest asset.” He added that journalists should not openly identify as 
Republicans or Democrats or join any outside organization, even a professional society, if 
it might cast doubt on their independence.71 
In a 1978 speech to the Society of Professional Journalists, L.A. Times editor-in-
chief Bill Thomas argued that the rise of interpretive reporting had made drawing a line 
between judgment and advocacy more important than ever. “It’s ironic that, in a time 
when journalists have been given unprecedented freedom by their newspapers to make 
judgment calls on the most explosive issues, the demand has been raised that they be 
given also the freedom to associate themselves publicly in ways that would call those 
judgments into question,” Thomas said. “We stand or fall individually and as institutions 
on the issue of credibility. If we are even perceived as lacking it, in any substantial way, 
we’ll fail.” Once reporters or editors became identified with one side or another on any 
issue, Thomas said, “[you] have ruled yourselves out as reliable purveyors of information 
about that subject, or even related subjects.”72 
When most people thought of advocacy journalism, Thomas noted, they thought 
of young people pushing for left-wing causes. And without a doubt, the L.A. Times was 
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against that. Dennis Britton recalled that when he was Washington editor, he and most of 
the bureau staff were against the Vietnam War and sympathized with antiwar 
demonstrators. But if any of them had left the office and joined the protests that were 
taking place right outside, Britton said, “We would have fired them…. We had very 
strong feelings about becoming part of the news.”73 Thomas felt just as strongly, 
however, about not advocating for Establishment causes. As he said in his 1978 speech, 
“I have sat and listened to national leaders of important institutions—fine people, 
motivated by the highest values—suggest that we not print true stories that tend to create 
distrust in their areas of interest, because the strength of their institutions is vital to the 
nation’s welfare. What is this? It is advocacy journalism…. We must shun it at all 
costs.”74  
Thomas had clearly taken to heart the complaints that journalists such as Tom 
Wicker and Nicholas von Hoffman had been making for years: that the press was biased 
in favor of the Establishment. But at the same time, Thomas knew that many people felt 
the press was biased against the Establishment, and by the mid-1970s this seems to have 
been his greater concern. During his 17-year tenure as L.A. Times editor-in-chief, he 
wrote only one article in the daily paper. Published in March 1975, it was headlined, 
“The Press: Is It Biased Against the Establishment?” His answer, unsurprisingly, was no, 
but he offered a compelling explanation for the perception of anti-Establishment bias: 
Until about 10 years ago, the press tended to rely almost solely on sources within 
the so-called establishment institutions. A crime story quoted police spokesmen; 
an economics story rested on business and industry and chamber of commerce 
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sources; stories about racial problems came from the mouths of government 
spokesmen and sociology professors. One heard little from black people, the poor, 
the dissident, the accused criminal, and others who spoke without institutional 
blessing. To telescope, and perhaps unforgivably simplify, a complex period of 
recent history, an increasingly sophisticated reading audience became aware that 
there was more to the story than that. 
 
As a result, Thomas explained, newspapers provided more “nontraditional reporting” 
(that is, interpretation). Moreover, they began to include more diverse views, so that 
“where establishment voices alone were heard, others have gained access.”75 
By the time Thomas delivered this speech, in the late 1970s, the peak period of 
concern about newspapers’ credibility and objectivity seemed to have passed. “We are 
closer than ever before to a position of real and, importantly, perceived independence 
[emphasis in original],” he told his audience. “We’re getting close to a goal that looked 
unattainable, not so long ago: that of acceptance as a truly independent source of 
dependable information.”76 This was a far cry from Nick Williams’s assessment in the 
late 60s and early 70s. In one speech, citing those on the far right and the far left who 
were accusing the press of bias, he declared, “The American press as a whole is facing 
the most massive assault upon its constitutional freedom that has occurred during my 
lifetime.”77 In 1968, he told a reporter for the Saturday Review, “We are currently going 
through a peak period of press abuse.” And Williams was far from alone in that belief.  
The Saturday Review article in which he was quoted, headlined “The Press Under 
Assault,” noted that Americans of all stripes disliked and distrusted the news media, 
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blaming them for many of the country’s problems. “I can’t remember anything like the 
abuse the press is taking today,” said the head of United Press International.78 In 1969, an 
entire issue of the quarterly newspaper-trade magazine Seminar was devoted to the topic, 
“The Press Under Attack.”79  
In the late 60s and early 70s, Abe Rosenthal at The New York Times was as 
alarmed as anyone about preserving objectivity and staving off the threat to his 
newspaper’s credibility. But by 1978, he, too, felt the storm had passed. In the previous 
three years, the number of memos he had sent about advocacy or editorializing in the 
news columns had declined sharply. He collected several minor examples of instances 
“where we may have strayed” and sent them to Punch Sulzberger with the following 
explanation: “I do think you know that in my own mind there is nothing more important 
as far as The Times is concerned than the issue of fairness and the level of discourse. My 
own belief is that in recent years we have gone a hell of a long way to improving it and 
that whatever excesses that were in the past in American journalism have largely been 
eliminated as far as The Times is concerned…. So I am calling these to your attention not 
because they indicate a problem but just as a matter of interest.”80 This is a far different 
tone than Rosenthal had taken five or ten years earlier. 
Debates about objectivity, advocacy, bias, and credibility would continue into the 
1980s and beyond—it is hard to imagine that they will ever be resolved, as long as there 
is a free press. But beginning in the late 70s, those debates reached a kind of stasis. For 
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decades thereafter, critics on the right would level the same kinds of charges that Spiro 
Agnew had made: of liberal bias, elitism, arrogance, insularity, and unwarranted power. 
Those on the left would accuse the press of kowtowing to powerful interests while 
ignoring minorities and the poor. Neither side believed for a moment that the press was 
actually objective. Yet most news executives and journalists in positions of power 
continued to insist that they were guided by something like objectivity, even if some 
preferred not to use that word. At The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times, 
journalistic values changed, but only in minimal ways. Why did the challenges to those 
values not have a greater impact? In part, because the people in charge believed the 
challenges had little merit; most of them had been in the newspaper business for decades 
and had devoted themselves to some variant of objectivity since the beginning of their 
careers. Some journalists who came of age before the 1960s rejected objectivity, but they 
were hardly ever placed in positions of significant editorial responsibility at either Times, 
regardless of how talented they were—Tom Wicker is a prime example (he had been 
Washington bureau chief, but that was earlier in his career, before his unorthodox views 
on objectivity developed). Ideological inertia alone, however, was not sufficient for the 
leaders of these two papers to fend off the dual challenge they faced. 
Most thoughtful journalists, then as now, occasionally questioned their 
professional values. Some surely recognized that Agnew made valid points; others surely 
recognized that Tom Wicker and the alternative press made valid points; many probably 
felt that each side was right about some things and wrong about some things. But the fact 
that these critiques were being raised simultaneously made each of them easier to ignore. 
  
	  138 
The leaders of The New York Times and the L.A. Times believed that their newspaper and 
its coverage should occupy the political center. They said this frequently, both in public 
remarks and in private correspondence. Accordingly, they viewed it as a positive sign 
when their behavior angered partisans on both the right and left—that signified that they 
were exactly where they wanted to be.  
In speeches defending the fairness and credibility of the L.A. Times or of the press 
in general, Otis Chandler and Nick Williams mentioned, seemingly with pride, that both 
sides of the political spectrum found fault with them. As Williams said in 1966, “The 
American press, so vigorously attacked from both the left and the right—described as 
both the lackeys of capitalism and the dupes of communism—…is, I earnestly believe, 
the most responsible of all our American institutions” [emphases in original].81 In a 1969 
speech about young people’s dislike for “the establishment press,” Otis Chandler implied 
that criticism, as long as it came from varied sources, was a kind of badge of honor, 
saying, “The far right does not like us…. The far left does not like us…. Some politicians 
do not like us…. Middle-class establishment adults do not like us.” The best way to 
address that situation, Chandler said, was for the press to continue doing what it was 
doing—“to go right on reporting the news as honestly as we can.”82 George Cotliar, who 
joined the L.A. Times in 1957 and became managing editor in 1978, expressed that view 
more explicitly. He recalled that no matter how hard the paper tried to avoid expressing a 
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point of view in its news articles, people on either side of contentious issues like the 
Vietnam War and racial unrest would accuse the Times of favoring the other side. 
However, Cotliar said, “Maybe that’s a positive. If both sides equally think you’re doing 
a crappy job, maybe you’re not. Maybe you’re doing what you’re supposed to do.”83 
This was a common view at many news organizations, including The New York 
Times. Harrison Salisbury, an influential senior editor and reporter, told a friend in 1971 
that he was unmoved by criticism of the news media from “the extreme right and the 
extreme left…. It seems to me that this is just the conventional yapping by people who 
always complain if others do not reflect their opinions. As you know, we get plenty of it 
here at the Times, and in almost equal measure from radicals who think we are the 
establishment and reactionaries who think we are the revolution.”84 Seymour Topping, 
deputy managing editor in the 1970s, recalled, “When I was getting [criticism] from both 
sides of an issue, there was an indication to me that we were doing our job.”85 
Another source of reassurance that they were doing the right thing in sticking to 
their traditional ideals came in the form of their newspapers’ economic health and 
prestige. The Los Angeles Times, which had been among the most profitable newspapers 
in the U.S. for decades before the 1960s, reached still greater heights of prosperity even 
as Otis Chandler spent lavishly to improve the paper’s quality. As Chandler boasted to 
his biographer, “When I came into management, our pre-tax profit was somewhere 
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around $2 million or $3 million, and I took it to $100 million.”86 Year after year, the L.A. 
Times printed more lines of advertising than any other paper in the country; its weekday 
circulation had gone from 523,000 in 1960, when Otis Chandler became publisher, to 
more than 1,000,000 in 1970, and it kept growing from there.87 Moreover, the paper had 
earned the respect of its peers, something that had always eluded it under Otis’s father 
and grandfather. It regularly won Pulitzer Prizes, and a spate of magazine articles 
marveled at the way it had transformed under the leadership of its larger-than-life 
publisher. Observers generally agreed that it was one of the two or three best newspapers 
in the country, along with The New York Times and the Washington Post. As the 
Watergate scandal unfolded, the L.A. Times ran second only to the Washington Post in 
revealing shocking new developments. With all of these indicators telling Chandler, 
Williams, Thomas, and the rest of the paper’s upper management they were succeeding 
spectacularly in every way, it would seem like folly to fundamentally change their 
approach. 
The New York Times was never a cash cow like its West Coast counterpart, partly 
because its owners reinvested most of their earnings in the news operation; but it was 
reliably profitable throughout the 1960s and 70s. The paper’s profit margins became 
dangerously thin in the mid-1970s (1.7 percent in 1975), but that had little to do with the 
paper’s journalistic values or the tone of its coverage. It was a result of the broader 
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economic downturn combined with the fact that many affluent New York City 
residents—the bread and butter of the Times readership—were fleeing to the suburbs. 
These newly minted suburbanites often gave up the Times in favor of one of the much 
improved suburban papers, especially Long Island–based Newsday (which, incidentally, 
was bought by the L.A. Times’s parent company in 1970). But the business crisis at The 
New York Times lasted very briefly, and by the late 70s the paper was as financially 
healthy as it had ever been.88 Journalistically, it was widely regarded as the greatest 
newspaper in the country, if not the world, despite increased competition for that title 
from the Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post. It scored the biggest scoop of the 
era with the Pentagon Papers, the military’s secret history of the Vietnam War, from 
which the Times published excerpts. And when the Nixon administration sued to halt the 
publication of articles based on the Pentagon Papers, the Times prevailed. The paper’s 
leadership felt confident that the Times was financially healthy and fulfilling its core 
purpose—keeping the public informed and serving as a watchdog for the national 
interest—more effectively than ever before. 
 When it came to their fundamental journalistic values, the managers of the two 
newspapers had the same basic idea: they wanted to keep what was good about 
objectivity and get rid of what was bad. It was good to be fair, which meant presenting 
opposing views accurately and respectfully, even if you disagreed with them; it was good 
to be an observer rather than a participant in the news, and to keep favoritism and 
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personal opinions out of news coverage. It was bad, however, to be a stenographer—to 
merely report what happened or what was said without providing explanation or 
interpretation. It was bad to be boring, to write without any color or feeling. The main 
difference between The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times on this score was that 
the former insisted on calling these values objectivity, while the latter was happy to 
jettison the word.  
 Nick Williams believed that “objective reporting” and “interpretive-analytic 
reporting” were two different approaches to news coverage, but that was a belief he 
arrived at gradually. During his tenure as editor-in-chief, he and his fellow editors made 
the decision to embrace the interpretive-analytic approach.  In a 1964 memo to Otis 
Chandler regarding the “general news policies” of the L.A. Times, Williams wrote, “Our 
policy calls for strict objectivity in the selection and placement of news.” As for writing, 
he said, while some explanatory matter should be included, “we definitely do forbid the 
inclusion of unsupported inferences or insinuations.”89 Over the next several years, 
however, Williams came to feel that such policies were too simplistic. In a 1970 memo, 
he reflected on the new direction that the paper’s news coverage had taken in recent 
months and years: 
Some time ago…we were making a distinction between so-called objective 
reporting and the kind of interpretive-analytic reporting that we wanted Times 
reporter/writers to emphasize. Since then, we’ve moved a long way…. In the 
process, as all of us expected, we have now and then misfired—but hell, we 
misfired just as frequently when we persevered at “objective” reporting. And I 
think we have managed with the interpretive approach to come a whopping lot 
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closer to telling our readers what it was all about than we ever could have 
managed before.90 
 
To Williams, objectivity and interpretation were incompatible, and since interpretation 
was necessary to provide a complete, honest picture of the news, that was the way to go.  
 At The New York Times, Abe Rosenthal and those who shared his views saw no 
contradiction between interpretation and objectivity.91 On the contrary, Rosenthal’s 
version of objectivity mandated some degree of interpretation. His favorite kind of 
article, it seems, was the “news analysis,” in which the reporter had far more freedom to 
provide context and judgments than in a regular news article.92 In memos to colleagues, 
Rosenthal referred to the form as “one of the most useful tools that the Times has” and “a 
very important golden goose.”93 He wanted more of this kind of interpretive reporting, 
which attempted to explain the meaning behind the news or to predict its potential 
impact. He also dismissed the notion held by many critics of objectivity, Nick Williams 
likely among them, that it constrained the writer and led to boring articles. As Rosenthal 
wrote in his journal in 1971, “Something I keep saying over and over again until I am 
sure I drive people crazy is that objectivity does not imply dullness or dryness and that 
indeed dullness and dryness are the opposite of objectivity. Objectivity is an attempt to 
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capture life as it exists, and life is neither dry nor dull.”94 A few years earlier he had tried 
to explain the same thing to a young reporter who asked if the Times had begun to permit 
personal opinions in news articles: “I said that the Times was far more flexible an 
instrument of expression than most people realized,” Rosenthal recounted to two senior 
colleagues, “and that a deft reporter could convey not only facts but atmosphere and even 
emotions of participants in the news simply by adroit use of the language, but I said that 
nobody…was in favor of editorialization of the news.”95 
 The differing views on objectivity at The New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times were very much in keeping with the character of the two newspapers and of the 
men in charge of them. The L.A. Times was often referred to as “a reporter’s paper,” 
which meant that reporters—especially the most talented writers among them—were 
given great freedom in choosing the topic, angle, style, and length of their articles. 
Editors would change the copy and remove what they deemed biased or editorialized, but 
the paper would not ask its writers to strive for an ideal that was difficult to define, 
impossible to fully achieve, and discredited in the eyes of many journalists. The New 
York Times, on the other hand, had a reputation as “an editor’s paper.” Articles had to 
adhere to the paper’s standards and house style, and they were often rigorously edited to 
guarantee that they did so. Some New York Times reporters said they dreaded reading 
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their articles in the newspaper, because they would usually find out that the editors had 
made major changes with which the reporter disagreed.96 
 Personalities also made a difference when it came to each paper’s position on 
objectivity. Nick Williams and Bill Thomas were both easy-going and non-
confrontational, whereas Rosenthal was hard-driving and imperious—stereotypical 
representations of the difference between the Southern California temperament and the 
New York City temperament. If Thomas disapproved of something a reporter or a mid-
level editor had done, he would direct the person’s immediate boss to speak to him or her 
informally. Rosenthal, in the same situation, would send a biting memo to the offender 
and his or her boss, or would call them into his office for a tongue-lashing. This 
difference in management style translated to their position on objectivity. Williams and 
Thomas thought it was a gray area and issued few directives about it. Rosenthal had a 
firm definition of objectivity and did everything in his power to ensure that his staff 
adhered to it. 
 These variations in the leadership’s stance on objectivity were evident in the 
journalism that the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times produced, but only in 
subtle ways. L.A. Times news articles on the whole tended to state their judgments more 
plainly than most newspapers, while New York Times news articles were more 
circumspect. Nevertheless, the similarities between the two papers stand out far more 
than the differences. Most of their journalists, and nearly all of their managers, believed 
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that credibility was their most precious asset and that, in order to preserve it, news 
articles needed to be unbiased and scrupulously fair. They believed that their coverage 
should originate from the standpoint of the political center, and that for the most part, it 
did; critics who argued otherwise, they felt, were blinded by their own ideology. They 
believed that although most of their staff held liberal or left-wing political views, they 
could put those views aside when reporting or presenting the news.  
Having these beliefs called into question so forcefully during the 1960s and 70s 
actually helped reinforce them, and journalists became somewhat inured to criticism. 
This confidence in their core values, along with the immense profitability of their 
businesses, enabled them to embrace other substantial changes to the news product, from 
interpretive articles to soft-news sections. The New York Times and the Los Angeles 
Times, like most major news organizations, would continue to anger people on the right 
and the left—particularly those on the right, thanks to their liberal editorial pages and to 
the rightward shift the country underwent beginning in the 1970s. But they would not 
need to fundamentally reassess their values and business model again until the Internet 
revolution of the early 21st century.  
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Chapter 4 
 
The Reader-Oriented Newspaper 
 
 
 Any business, to be successful, must serve its customers effectively. But the press 
in the first half of the 20th century was not like any business. It more closely resembled a 
utility; most Americans, especially city dwellers, felt they needed a daily newspaper just 
as they needed heat, electricity, and telephone service. Unlike phone companies and 
power companies, big-city newspapers rarely had local monopolies, so they had to 
compete with another—they featured different comic strips, columnists, editorial-page 
positions, and so on. But when people spoke of newspapers “serving” their readers, they 
usually referred in high-minded tones to the press’s responsibility to foster a well-
informed American electorate. The 1947 Hutchins Commission Report on Freedom of 
the Press, for instance, defined “the service required of the American press by the 
American people,” as providing the means for Americans to make “the fundamental 
decisions necessary to the direction of their government and of their lives.”1 
 By the mid-1960s, the competitive environment was transformed—few American 
cities supported competing newspapers under separate ownership.”2 Increasing costs for 
labor and newsprint, combined with stagnant sales, had caused thousands of big-city 
papers to merge with competitors or shut down. This consolidation in metropolitan 
newspaper markets was especially apparent in Los Angeles and New York. The Los 
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Angeles Times gained a monopoly on L.A.’s morning newspaper market in 1962, when 
the Hearst Corporation agreed to shutter its second-place morning Examiner in exchange 
for the Times’s parent company, Times Mirror, closing its struggling afternoon paper, 
The Los Angeles Mirror (this gave Hearst a monopoly on the afternoon market with its 
renamed Herald-Examiner). New York City boasted four broadsheet dailies in the early 
1960s, but by 1967, after two city-wide newspaper strikes in the space of five years, The 
New York Times was the last one standing.3 
 Despite the winnowed field of big-city dailies, survivors like the Los Angeles 
Times and The New York Times faced no shortage of competition. Rather than competing 
with other metropolitan newspapers, they now had to compete with television, 
magazines, and smaller suburban papers. With these expanded media options, a growing 
number of Americans began to consider a daily newspaper superfluous. As L.A. Times 
publisher Otis Chandler wrote in 1966, “Let us face it: many people do not need The 
Times or any other newspaper.”4 This called for a fundamental rethinking of what 
newspapers should provide for their readers. For over a century, most Americans felt they 
could not do without a daily newspaper. No longer able to rely on that attitude, editors 
and news executives would focus on making their product not only indispensable but also 
enjoyable. In addition to (or instead of) serving the needs of an informed citizenry, as the 
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Hutchins Commission had urged the press to do, it became necessary to serve the desires 
of distracted consumers. 
 This shift in the press’s role and mission contributed to broader changes in 
American society and culture. If people were to continue reading newspapers like The 
New York Times and the L.A. Times, they would do so because they took a personal 
interest in the material, not because of a sense of civic obligation. The focus on the self 
grew as the focus on the collective—the community, the nation—waned, both in readers’ 
minds and on newspaper pages. Just as American voters increasingly expected politicians 
to cater to their desires (for lower taxes, better services, more jobs), American newspaper 
readers expected editors to cater to their desires. They wanted material oriented toward 
them and their lives; it had to be relevant, entertaining, or useful—or preferably all three.  
 ***** 
 The managers of serious-minded newspapers like The New York Times and the 
Los Angeles Times had always been committed to keeping their readers informed about 
the major events of the day. They reasoned that people who wished to be entertained by 
their newspaper, rather than informed, would buy a tabloid. But in the 1950s and 60s, 
they began to recognize that simply trying to keep readers informed would lead to 
disaster in their changing business environment. So they moved tentatively—as large, 
prosperous institutions generally do—toward change. They might consider it beneath 
their dignity to try to entertain readers, but they could, without compromising their 
paper’s character, try to become more useful. They could cater to their readers without 
pandering to them, and increasingly, that became their goal. The first important step in 
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that direction came in response to the great demographic shift that reshaped American 
cities in the post-World War II era: the growth of suburbs. 
 From the 1950s to the 1970s, millions of Americans moved out of city centers and 
into booming suburban communities.5 Failing to capture a sizable portion of this 
market—affluent families whom advertisers wanted desperately to reach—could be 
disastrous for a metropolitan newspaper. But newly minted suburbanites often had less 
interest in what was happening downtown than in their own communities, most of which 
were well-served by the small daily or weekly newspapers that had spread like wildfire 
nationwide. Despite the fact that big-city papers failed in droves, the overall number of 
newspapers in the U.S. remained nearly unchanged from 1945 to 1965 because so many 
suburban and small-town papers were launched.6 In the country’s ten largest metropolitan 
areas, suburban newspapers saw their circulation jump by 8.5 million between 1945 and 
1962, while city papers grew by only 304,000.7 Los Angeles Times editor-in-chief Nick 
Williams summarized the situation perceptively in a 1970 memo: “The combination of a 
community newspaper (for the local details) plus a national news magazine—both of 
which can be had for less than the cost per week of The Times—make a formidable 
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Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), 283-284. 
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circulation competitor. Throw in the rounded picture that free TV makes available and 
you begin to know what an editorial staff must compete successfully against.”8 
 The L.A. Times made innovative efforts to stave off this “formidable competitor” 
for suburban readers. In 1952, it created the first of many “zoned” editions for major 
residential areas in greater Los Angeles. A small corps of reporters and editors covered 
each zone, and their stories appeared in special sections that would be published once or 
twice a week. In addition to helping maintain or grow the paper’s circulation, these zoned 
sections also offered an important advertising vehicle: local retailers who had no need to 
reach all of the Times’s far-flung readers could buy ads in the zoned sections at lower 
rates. Newspapers throughout the country began introducing zoned editions in the 1960s, 
but the L.A. Times was among the first—not surprising, given the geographically 
dispersed character of Los Angeles and the Times’s vast pool of capital to invest.9 By 
1964, the paper had seven zoned editions that generated $1.3 million in annual profits.10 
In the next decade the number of suburban sections increased to ten—several of which 
moved from weekly publication to daily—and the profits reached nearly $10 million.11  
The idea for suburban sections came from the advertising department at the L.A. 
Times, and the editorial side initially showed limited interest.12 Experienced reporters and 
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folder 5. 
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with Zoned Editions,” Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors, March 1, 1965. 
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editors had no desire to cover local school boards and city councils, so the zoned sections 
were akin to a farm system—a training ground, where standards and expectations were 
somewhat lower, for eager young journalists hoping to get promoted to the big leagues, 
the main edition.13 Yet it was impossible to ignore the growing importance of suburban 
news to the paper’s prosperity. In a 1966 memo to managing editor Frank Haven, Nick 
Williams said that Haven’s “paramount objective” for the coming year should be to 
coordinate between the Metropolitan and Suburban staffs in order to get more suburban 
stories of “high interest” into the main paper. Williams pointed out that “any major 
development of ANY sort, no matter in what part of the megalopolis it occurs, does 
interest the entire metropolis.”14 City Hall remained the most prestigious assignment for a 
metropolitan reporter, but suburban sameness meant that a reader in Tarzana might care 
more about a report from Pasadena (both affluent suburbs) than the latest mayoral 
pronouncement.  
The clearest statement of the paper’s commitment to its suburban operations came 
in 1968, when the L.A. Times launched a separate daily edition for Orange County, an 
area of wealthy, fast-growing communities south of Los Angeles. This edition featured 
news about Orange County every day, interspersed seamlessly into the main edition’s 
content. Overseen by a respected senior editor, it had its own brand-new printing plant 
and an editorial staff of 32 to start (it eventually grew to over 100).15 Assistant managing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Claudia Luther, interview with author, September 12, 2014. Arthur Gelb to A. M. Rosenthal (discussing 
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editor George Cotliar, who took over the Orange County edition in 1970, realized that 
suburban stories potentially had area-wide appeal. He told the staff that he wanted them 
to write articles that would interest all of the paper’s readers, not just those in Orange 
County—he even kept a running tally of how many Orange County stories got published 
in the main edition.16  
 Whereas the geography of Los Angeles led editors of the L.A. Times to take an 
expansive view of metropolitan and suburban news early on, The New York Times had 
always focused primarily on Manhattan. Its managers assumed that people in the other 
four boroughs and beyond who wished to be well-informed would buy the paper 
regardless of whether it included news from their home communities. But the shift in 
wealth from city to suburbs was especially intense in New York. In the 1960s, Times 
managers fretted about their lackluster circulation growth while watching the Long 
Island–based Newsday achieve astounding success. Founded in 1940, it had a modest 
circulation of 52,000 in 1947. As the population of Long Island exploded, so did 
Newsday’s circulation: by 1962 it reached 345,000, and that number had grown to 
455,000 by 1970 (that year Times Mirror, parent company of the Los Angeles Times, 
purchased Newsday, making Otis Chandler its publisher).17 Belatedly recognizing that 
Newsday’s vast readership posed both a threat and an opportunity, in 1966 New York 
Times publisher Arthur Ochs “Punch” Sulzberger appointed a committee to study the 
possibility adding separate suburban sections to the Sunday paper without investing in 
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new staff or production equipment. The committee concluded that doing so would create 
a “sub-standard” product, “below expected Times quality,” that would fail to capture 
reader interest and would wind up causing the company to lose money—$735,000 a year, 
by the committee’s estimate.18 
 With that dire prediction, The New York Times shelved the idea of suburban 
sections, but not for long. By 1969, the demand by large retail stores for separate 
suburban sections had become even greater, and as one of the paper’s advertising 
executives wrote, “We must inevitably satisfy this demand or prepare to do without much 
of the retail advertising which would otherwise run in The Times.”19 Rather than forego 
that essential revenue, the Times decided to introduce two weekly suburban sections: one 
for northern New Jersey and one for Brooklyn, Queens, and Long Island. In preparation 
for this new venture, several New York Times editors and executives traveled to Southern 
California in 1970 to tour the L.A. Times’s Orange County operation.20 Metropolitan 
editor Arthur Gelb was not impressed. The zoned sections, he wrote, “are a success as a 
producer of advertising revenue but a failure in its attempt to maintain respectable 
journalistic standards.” The editors of the L.A. Times, according to Gelb, confided to him 
that the material was “of such poor quality in journalistic terms that the operation was 
having a negative, embarrassing impact on the whole paper.” In Gelb’s opinion, the 
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articles “had a gossipy, canned quality—the kind of items that could be found in a folksy 
small-town paper.”21 This was precisely what Gelb and other editors feared would 
happen if The New York Times created suburban sections—they would not meet the 
paper’s lofty standards and therefore would hurt its reputation.  
 It was much easier for New York Times editors to sneer at someone else’s 
successful product, however, than to create one themselves. To staff their first weekly 
section, covering Brooklyn, Queens, and Long Island (dubbed BQLI), they hired only 
four new reporters, using freelancers and an occasional contribution from the 
metropolitan staff to provide the rest of the content. The section struggled to attract 
readers, and advertisers complained about the weak response generated by the ads they 
placed there. BQLI had been running for less than six months when Punch Sulzberger 
said it needed “a totally brand new look” in order to remain viable.22 Nevertheless, it 
limped along for several more years, until management decided to revamp the section 
entirely, cutting out the New York City boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens and focusing 
exclusively on suburban Long Island. When Abe Rosenthal asked a colleague, Jack 
Schwartz, to critique the existing BQLI section in 1975, his comments echoed what 
Arthur Gelb had said about the L.A. Times suburban sections in 1970. “It comes out like a 
country weekly inside the most sophisticated newspaper in the world,” Schwartz wrote. 
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He called it “a mélange of soft features about hobbies, programs, entertainments, etc., 
most of it written with a certain 4-H club breathiness.”23 
 Schwartz’s scathing review of BQLI simply confirmed a determination that 
Rosenthal, Sulzberger, and other editorial decision-makers had already made: that they 
must commit far more resources to suburban coverage. Although the coverage area of the 
Long Island section was much reduced compared to BQLI, it had a larger staff and nearly 
twice the budget.24 In 1976, The New York Times added new weekly sections covering 
the main suburban areas north of the city, Connecticut (Fairfield County) and 
Westchester County, New York.25 By 1978, the four suburban sections were much 
improved in quality and on a sounder financial footing, and the paper was making 
additional investments in money and personnel.26 
Providing more news about suburban communities was a logical, almost 
unavoidable choice for metropolitan newspapers, as new competitors siphoned off their 
readers. However, the desires of affluent readers were changing along with their zip 
codes. As New York Times deputy managing editor Seymour Topping said in 1978, “We 
knew that the attitudes and the lifestyle of our target audiences had changed. Among our 
potential readers, there was a new emphasis on self as a compelling reader interest. 
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People wanted to learn how to live better, to cope with the growing pressures of their 
environment, and they wanted more practical guides for a fuller, richer, more satisfying 
and happier life.”27 In other words, they wanted what journalists call “soft news.”  
Hard news, the traditional tent-pole of newspapers like The New York Times and 
the Los Angeles Times, consisted of politics, government, foreign affairs, business, 
important speeches, reports, statistics. “Soft news” meant the arts, entertainment, 
literature, society, food, fashion, sports. Some types of articles straddled the two 
categories: opinion columns, profiles of people in the news, or in-depth features about a 
trend or development might be considered either hard or soft. But as the terms themselves 
indicate, hard news commanded respect and prestige, while many journalists looked 
down on soft news as piddling or insubstantial. Leading newspapers like The New York 
Times and the Los Angeles Times prided themselves on providing hard news—it was a 
central element of their identity. Beefing up suburban coverage did not represent a major 
change in news values or the allocation of newsroom resources; after all, stories about 
city government and city life still dominated the metropolitan pages, and reports from 
Washington and abroad continued to fill page one. Elevating the importance of soft news, 
on the other hand, demanded a fundamental rethinking of the newspaper’s role.  
Editors certainly realized prior to the 1960s that there was a great public appetite 
for soft news, but they did not consider it their duty to feed that appetite until concerns 
about declining readership and competition from other media forced them to do so. 
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Tabloid newspapers treated news as entertainment, and many had achieved enormous 
success using that formula, including the New York Daily News, whose circulation 
dwarfed that of The New York Times.28 At prestigious papers with highly educated, 
affluent readers, however, most journalists expressed disdain for tabloid-style coverage. 
Soft news did not offend their sensibilities as much as sensationalism or prurience, but it 
still smelled like tabloidism, so they came to accept it only gradually. Initially, in the 
1950s and early 60s, they broadened their definition of important news to include what 
might be called semi-soft topics, such as religion, science, and education.29 In a 1964 
speech on “the future of American newspapering,” L.A. Times publisher Otis Chandler 
focused mainly on changes that were already underway at top newspapers such as his: he 
mentioned the need for “detailed reports on the meaning of news” and providing in-depth 
coverage on a broader range of topics—“water, air pollution, automation, civil rights, 
schools, freeways.” Almost as an afterthought, however, Chandler added, “We must 
cover special areas of people’s interest such as women’s news, food, health, drama, 
fashion, cultural affairs, television, and so on.”30 Such areas soon moved to the forefront 
of editors’ concerns.  
At most major metropolitan newspapers, the shift toward soft news occurred in 
three phases. Traditionally, most soft-news stories had run in the “women’s pages,” and 
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that is where editors turned their attention first. They revamped sections that had 
contained bridal photos and news about parties and club meetings to include articles 
about lifestyle trends and controversial issues such as abortion and divorce. Along the 
way, many newspapers jettisoned the label “women’s pages,” which began to look 
embarrassingly archaic as feminism blossomed. These name changes helped usher in the 
second phase, in which editors transformed women’s sections to appeal to readers of both 
sexes. They often moved coverage of entertainment and culture—topics with fairly high 
readership—to these new sections. The resounding success of the all-encompassing soft-
news sections led to the third phase, which began in the mid-1970s. Newspapers created 
stand-alone sections devoted to any number of discrete soft-news topics, from fashion 
and food to sports and science.  
Throughout this period, the trend that began in newspapers’ back pages—catering 
to readers’ needs and desires—migrated toward the front as well. The main news sections 
still reported on government, politics, and the world at large, but they often placed a 
greater emphasis on how these issues related personally to the reader.31 Taken together, 
these changes reoriented newspapers toward people’s everyday lives—their health, their 
homes, their families, the things they bought, the entertainment they consumed. Kenneth 
Jackson, in his landmark work on suburbanization in America, argued that moving to the 
suburbs caused people to lose their sense of community and their connection with the 
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inner city, as they became more inwardly focused on domestic concerns.32 This may be 
true, but it can be easy to exaggerate the extent to which suburbanites severed their ties 
with the city. As Seymour Topping of The New York Times noted in 1978, many 
suburbanites “wished to retain their link to New York City in cultural terms… to know 
what was going on in the Big Town in the theaters, museums, and restaurants”—the 
Times targeted these readers with its increased soft-news offerings.33 Reading a 
metropolitan newspaper could help mitigate the lack of community sentiment. It enabled 
people to feel like members of two distinct communities: their suburban area (the 
importance of which the big-city paper validated by devoting a special section to it) and 
the greater metropolis, whose residents all occasionally visited downtown attractions for 
entertainment and recreation.34 
The desirability of suburban life, the emphasis on self, the shift in the average 
American’s role from citizen to consumer, the shrinking of the public sphere and the 
retreat into private life—the press, as a respected arbiter of cultural values, helped 
validate these developments. But the journalists who implemented changes at their 
newspapers expressed little conscious awareness of such long-term societal shifts. They 
were concerned with attracting readers and, to a lesser extent, advertisers (for where the 
readers went, the advertisers would likely follow). Some journalists, especially women, 
also saw the expansion of soft news as an opportunity to bring greater attention and 
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respect to issues that the press had previously slighted. Others, usually men, worried 
about maintaining their newspaper’s reputation for serious, hard news. As the press 
reoriented itself toward readers in the 1960s and 70s, these goals sometimes overlapped 
and sometimes collided. 
***** 
In February 1963, the lead article in The Bulletin of the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors asked what women’s pages might look like ten years in the future. 
There would be less club news, shorter wedding stories, more “sparkle” and less 
“drabness,” predicted the author, Miami Herald managing editor George Beebe (who 
expressed pride in his paper’s award-winning women’s section). But overall, he said, 
“There is little likelihood of any drastic change in the years ahead.”35 A companion 
article in the same issue of The Bulletin asked, “Why should the content of women’s page 
news change with the decades? The interims don’t bring a different breed of women. 
Homemakers are interested in the same basic things from one generation to another.”36 It 
was not only men who expressed such viewpoints. The Bulletin had surveyed a number 
of women’s-news editors, all of them female, who made similar predictions about the 
future of their sections. Maggie Savoy, women’s editor of The Arizona Republic, said, 
“The women’s pages will always be ‘special interest’ pages—as are sports, financial, 
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editorial, etc. They will continue to beam toward fashion, food, beauty, child care, 
society, careers, and homemaking, as they do today.”37 
Five years later, Maggie Savoy was being offered the position of women’s editor 
at the Los Angeles Times, and her views had changed drastically. For one thing, she 
abhorred the very title “women’s editor,” although she eventually accepted it.38 She laid 
out her vision for the women’s section—then called simply Section IV—in a series of 
memos to editor-in-chief Nick Williams. The paper’s women readers in 1968, she said, 
were “living in a frightening world…where almost none of the ‘old rules’ apply.” She 
mentioned changes in marriage, children, morality, sex, drugs, and religion. Even high 
culture was no longer a refuge for women: “Art, music, drama, fashion—all in violent 
flux,” Savoy wrote. Under her direction, Savoy proposed, Section IV would tackle this 
brave new world head-on, providing its readers “guidance” on how to deal with it. Yes, 
Savoy conceded, the section could still be “bright and beautiful,” a “reflection of the best 
of Los Angeles in fashion, food, society, culture, civic involvement”—it needed to retain 
the food and fashion advertising, after all. But it should also provide “a daily shot of 
adrenaline—controversy.” Among the topics she suggested were divorce, abortion, 
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capital punishment, open housing, busing, smut, gun laws, and welfare. Williams was 
duly impressed, and Savoy took the job.39  
By this time, the Los Angeles Times had already shown its dedication to 
expanding and elevating its soft-news coverage. In 1966, the paper hired Jim Bellows 
(who happened to be Savoy’s husband) as associate editor in charge of soft news—the 
women’s pages, entertainment, travel, real estate, and the Sunday magazines. As editor-
in-chief of the much-admired but recently shuttered New York Herald Tribune, Bellows 
had nurtured such writers as Jimmy Breslin and Tom Wolfe, whose vivid storytelling was 
at the vanguard of what became known as the New Journalism. To hire such a prominent 
editor expressly for the purpose of soft news demonstrated the commitment that Otis 
Chandler and Nick Williams wished to make. They wanted innovative stories that would 
get people talking.  
Even before Savoy came on board, Williams showed his desire to make soft news 
a focal point by addressing contentious, hot-button issues. Early in Bellows’s tenure, 
Williams complimented him on two recent series of articles “of a current sociological 
nature”—one on the problem of alcoholism and another on attitudes toward pre-marital 
sex among college students. “Let’s see what we can work up on other such controversial 
topics,” Williams told Bellows. He asked Bellows to have his staff come up with a list of 
suggestions, reminding him, “I don’t mind these being controversial—in fact I don’t 
think they’d be worth a damn if they weren’t.” Lest Bellows think this smacked of 
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sensationalism—controversy for controversy’s sake—Williams assured him, “It’s chiefly 
a matter of the honesty with which they’re done, the balance given to them on the pro and 
con side, and the manner in which they are written.”40 As they expanded the scope of 
news to include previously taboo topics, Williams and Bellows, mindful of the L.A. 
Times reputation, took care not to cross the line into tabloid-style journalism. 
 Articles such as these appeared in Section IV of the paper, but at the same time 
even the front page became a showcase for soft news. Beginning in 1968, each day’s L.A. 
Times featured an in-depth article on the far-left column of page one that readers could 
get nowhere else—the newsroom called it the non-dupe story, short for non-duplicative.41 
Some of these were hard-news exclusives, but more typically they were feature stories 
with broad appeal—early examples dealt with the ballooning salaries of professional 
athletes, romantic relationships in communist China, and the endangered habitats of 
whooping cranes.42 This became a distinguishing feature of the paper—writers yearned 
for assignments that might become non-dupe stories, and readers came to anticipate an 
unexpected and interesting article on the front page each day. It also represented a major 
investment of resources. A reporter might spend several weeks on a single story and 
would often have to travel extensively.43 
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Despite such innovations in the main news section, most of the compelling soft-
news stories appeared in Section IV, which most readers perceived as a women’s section. 
Although it did not bear the label “women’s news,” its editor was called the “women’s 
editor,” and along with the controversial sociological articles that Savoy had championed, 
it contained such women’s-page staples as fashion news, the bridge column, and Dear 
Abby. So in July 1970, without any fanfare, the L.A. Times renamed the section View and 
began to make it into a general-interest lifestyle and entertainment section. Jean Sharley 
Taylor, the editor who took over View in 1971 (Maggie Savoy had died of cancer), 
explained the motivation behind the change: “We were getting about 85 to 87 percent of 
the women readers,” she recalled, but fewer than 10 percent of the men. Her goal was to 
“hold the women and put in stories that were more humanist to bring in the men, too.” 
The View section, Taylor believed, should say, “This is life as we have it. This is life as 
some people think it could be.”44 
As with most transitions at the Los Angeles Times, the evolution of View occurred 
gradually. There was no announcement or acknowledgment in the paper that the section 
had a new name, and the lead story in the very first View section reported on the 
changing nature of debutante balls.45 That day’s Dear Abby column bore the headline, 
“She Puts Her Husband First.” Despite this inauspicious start for a section trying to break 
from the traditional women’s-page mold, View increasingly left parties and weddings 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Transcript of Jean Sharley Taylor interview with Marshall Berges, September 13, 1979, 38-39, Los 
Angeles Times Records, box 583, folder 13. 
45 Marylou Luther, “Today’s Debutante: Vanishing Institution?” Los Angeles Times, July 26, 1970, Section 
E, p. 1. 
  
	  166 
behind. Under Taylor’s editorship, it became a showcase for some of the finest writing in 
the paper—or in any American newspaper, for that matter. Three of the most gifted 
writers on the staff—Charles T. Powers, Bella Stumbo, and Jim Stingley—all worked 
primarily for View in the 1970s. Their long, deeply reported features and profiles 
depicted the struggles and joys of everyday people in fine-grained detail. They employed 
the techniques of magazine journalism—using narrative, close observation, and revealing 
quotations gained by spending weeks on end with their subjects—to provide the 
“humanist” flavor that Taylor sought.46 The former women’s section, once the object of 
derision in the newsroom, became a section for which reporters clamored to write—it 
offered them ample space, a broad variety of subject matter, and the opportunity to show 
off their literary flair (in imitation of the section’s stars, Powers, Stumbo, and Stingley).47 
It had also become, by 1975, the most widely read part of the Los Angeles Times after the 
main news section; 80 percent of women and 40 percent of men said they read it every 
day.48 
The View section, The Washington Post’s Style section (which resembled View 
but predated it by 18 months), and others like them were widely praised, but some 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 For example, some of Powers’s early articles for View were about the retirement of a shipping clerk at 
Firestone, a couple trying to live normal lives as they recovered from heroin addiction, and the experiences 
of drivers and passengers on one of L.A.’s most crime-ridden bus routes. Charles T. Powers, “Retirement: 
The Icing on a 26-Year Cake,” Los Angeles Times, October 8, 1972; Charles T. Powers, “That Nice Young 
Couple Next Door—They’re Junkies,” Los Angeles Times, February, 18, 1973; Charles T. Powers, “A Ride 
on Line 92: RTD’s Rough Route,” Los Angeles Times, November 14, 1973. For more on the philosophy 
behind View, see Robert Gottlieb and Irene Wolt, Thinking Big: The Story of the Los Angeles Times, Its 
Publishers, and Their Influence on Southern California (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1977), 471-472. 
47 Jean Sharley Taylor interview, Newservice, KNBC-TV Los Angeles, December 26, 1974, transcript in 
Los Angeles Times Records, box 627, folder 14; Tim Rutten, interview with author, August 2, 2014; 
Barbara Saltzman, interview with author, August 28, 2014. 
48 Table titled “Readership Figures,” July 1975, Los Angeles Times Records, box 91, folder 5. 
  
	  167 
observers raised objections. Old-fashioned women’s pages had been rightly criticized for 
devaluing women’s concerns by lumping them together toward the back of the 
newspapers. But the new, more prestigious lifestyle sections created a similar problem, 
argued journalist Lindsy Van Gelder in a 1974 Ms. magazine article. Although the 
content had improved and now included articles on pressing social and political issues, it 
remained ghettoized. “So we get all the serious news stories about the Equal Rights 
Amendment, rape-law changes, back-pay lawsuits, and so forth, back among the girdle 
ads instead of on page one or two or three where they belong,” Van Gelder wrote.49 And 
in what Time magazine labeled the “flight from fluff” among lifestyle sections, 
newspapers also fled from the unglamorous stories about childrearing and home care 
upon which many readers of women’s pages had depended. “In the rush to make their 
content ‘relevant’ to the lifestyles of the 70s,” wrote one critic in 1976, “some editors 
seem to have forgotten that ‘liberated’ women and men still have the same 
responsibilities and problems that adults have always had.”50 Even the innovative new 
content of lifestyle sections was not all it was cracked up to be, said another critic, Zena 
Beth Guenin. She found that although there was a general consensus about which topics 
the revamped women’s sections should cover (for example, the environment, housing, 
medicine, women’s rights), the number of articles about such topics remained very low. 
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Instead, entertainment coverage crowded out nearly everything else (especially in papers 
such as the L.A. Times, where arts and entertainment were paired with lifestyle 
coverage).51  
Whatever their shortcomings, the new lifestyle sections undeniably became a 
much more central focus of newspapers than women’s sections had ever been. Nicholas 
von Hoffman, a columnist for The Washington Post’s Style section, wrote in 1971 that 
people often asked him whether he resented “being put on the women’s page.” Not at all, 
he said, because Style had more readers than the editorial page. He added, “A few months 
ago [nationally syndicated columnist] Art Buchwald came to the same conclusion and 
asked to be moved out of the editorial section and back with us.”52 Style, View, and other 
sections like them represented the newspaper industry’s answer to the New Journalism 
that many leading magazines adopted to great acclaim in the late 60s and early 70s, 
which allowed writers to tackle unorthodox subjects from unusual angles, to experiment 
with storytelling techniques, and to blend reporting with opinion. For readers and 
journalists alike, this was the most exciting development in newspapering in the 1970s—
and it had nothing to do with hard news. 
***** 
The New York Times women’s section in the 1960s carried the heading, “Food, 
Fashions, Family, Furnishings”—the Four F’s, as staffers referred to them, and the 
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content rarely strayed from those narrowly defined areas. That is, not until Charlotte 
Curtis took over as women’s-news editor in 1965. A Vassar graduate from a well-to-do 
Ohio family, Curtis became a society reporter for The New York Times in 1963 and 
enlivened the staid coverage of weddings and charity balls with incisive observations and 
pithy writing. Two years later, managing editor Clifton Daniel merged the previously 
separate society and women’s-news sections and put Curtis in charge of both.53 Curtis 
believed her section should continue to cover fashion, parties, and high society, but she 
took what many have called a “sociological” view of such news.54  
In the most famous example of the new sensibility Curtis brought to women’s-
news coverage, her article about a party that the famous conductor and composer Leonard 
Bernstein held to raise money for the Black Panthers became an opportunity to subtly 
lampoon rich liberals’ infatuation with radical politics. She juxtaposed her observations 
about the “expensive furnishings, the elaborate flower arrangements, the cocktails and the 
silver trays of canapés” with choice snippets of conversation: a Panther leader who 
“attempted to assure a white woman that she would not be killed even if she is a rich 
member of the middle class with a self-avowed capitalist for a husband”; Leonard 
Bernstein responding “I dig absolutely” when informed of the Panthers’ intention to “take 
the means of production and put them in the hands of the people.”55 The writer Tom 
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Wolfe, who also attended the party, used it as the basis for his New Journalism classic 
Radical Chic.56  
Curtis also expanded the scope of topics her pages covered. In 1966, she sent a 
memo to her staff asking, “If you could forget that the page has an FFFF masthead and 
could write any story you wanted to for a women’s news page, what stories would you 
suggest?” Responses included profiles of women who had achieved great things in the 
professions, the best college options for young women, and “general subjects like the pill 
and dope.”57 Those topics and more began appearing in the late 60s alongside fashion, 
food, and parties. As a 1969 New York magazine profile of Curtis put it, “She simply 
opened the doors, and there were urban affairs, black models, politics, new 
lifestyles…women doctors and lawyers, housewives who took glamour jobs. Divorced 
and unwed fathers. Even a shiver of sex.”58 The women’s pages under Curtis often 
pushed the boundaries of what the socially conservative New York Times considered good 
taste. The stories Curtis assigned reportedly led the paper’s publisher, Punch Sulzberger, 
to exclaim in exasperation (and exaggeration), “My God! You can’t get a piece about 
anybody on the women’s pages these days unless she’s a black lesbian mother.”59 
 Many of the country’s leading newspapers overhauled their soft-news sections in 
the early 70s. The Washington Post discontinued its “For and About Women” section in 
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favor of Style, the Los Angeles Times created View, and others followed suit. Sections 
labeled “women’s news” vanished, and new ones took their place, with names like 
Living, Scene, Portfolio, Accent, and Tempo.60 The New York Times skipped this phase 
in the evolution of newspaper content. Under Curtis in the mid-60s, it had begun 
modernizing its women’s pages earlier than nearly any other newspaper. “It may have 
been the Post that did ‘Style,’ but the spadework of reporting and coverage was [done by] 
the Times,” said Marilyn Bender, a reporter on Curtis’s staff.61 Satisfied with a highly 
regarded section that combined traditional and cutting-edge coverage, the paper 
eschewed any major alterations to its women’s pages in the early 70s. Its editors 
conceded that the designation “women’s news” had become “progressively more 
unsatisfactory,” but they settled on a barely noticeable name change.62 The pages inside 
the newspaper would still be labeled with the Four F’s, but beginning in September 1971, 
the order of the terms would change to Family, Food, Fashions, Furnishings (“family” 
moving from third position to first). The news index on the front page, instead of listing 
“Women’s News,” would say “Family/Style” (and Charlotte Curtis’s title would change 
from Women’s-News Editor to Family/Style Editor).63 A few days before the change 
occurred, a reader had written in to object to the “insulting classification” of “women’s 
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news.” Curtis wrote back, informing the reader that the index had just been changed, 
adding, “Let’s hope we never hear from or about ‘women’s news’ again.”64 
 While the term “women’s news” fell out of favor, its traditional components—
food, lifestyles, the home—would become increasingly important at The New York 
Times. In the early 1970s, the paper’s financial future looked bleak. Costly union 
contracts and spiraling expenses, combined with declining circulation and advertising, 
had nearly pushed the Times into the red by 1975.65 This convinced editors and 
executives to move even more decisively to appeal to readers and to attract more 
advertising dollars. Their solution was the four-section paper. Prior to 1976, like most 
newspapers, the daily New York Times was divided into two main sections: the first 
contained national, international, and business news, along with the opinion pages, while 
the second had metropolitan news, arts, sports, and everything else (the Sunday paper 
contained many more individual sections). The four-section New York Times kept the 
first section for news from around the country and the world, and the second section for 
news from around New York; but that was followed by a third section, the topic of which 
rotated each day of the week. The first was called Weekend, which appeared on Fridays 
and covered arts and entertainment. Next came Living (mainly about food), Home, Sports 
Monday, and Science Times. Business and financial news moved to the fourth section—
labeled Business Day and beefed up with columns and feature stories rather than simply 
breaking-news articles and market data.  
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 This third phase in the development of soft-news coverage—weekday sections 
dedicated to specialized topics—gave the ailing New York Times an enormous boost. The 
weekday paper had experienced double-digit declines in circulation and advertising lines 
from 1969 to 1975, but from 1976 (the birth of the four-section paper) to 1982, 
circulation grew by 12 percent and advertising by 38 percent.66 Each section produced an 
immediate bump in sales when introduced, and each, by design, had tremendous appeal 
to specific groups of advertisers. Living and Home obviously attracted ads for appliances, 
décor, and so on—the L.A. Times’s Home Magazine had long been a huge moneymaker 
thanks to this category of advertising—but even Science Times became a magnet for 
specialized advertising with the advent of personal computers. Editors recognized that 
these new sections served a business purpose as well as a journalistic purpose. Seymour 
Topping, who as assistant managing editor helped create the four-section paper, recalled 
that his decision to create a column on computers was guided partly by his knowledge 
that companies would love to run advertising alongside such a column.67 
 The Los Angeles Times was the bulkiest newspaper in America thanks to the 
enormous volume of advertising it carried, and as a result its news had been printed in 
four sections since the mid-1950s. In addition to the four regular weekday sections, in 
1962 the paper began publishing a Food section every Thursday. This presaged what was 
to come, but not until the mid-70s did additional weekday sections appear begin to 
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appear, as the L.A. Times, like The New York Times and many other big-city newspapers, 
embarked on what has been dubbed “the sectional revolution.”68 The first volley the L.A. 
Times fired was a magazine section called You, which would appear every Tuesday 
beginning in October 1976. As the title implied, the goal was to serve readers’ interests 
and desires—the lavish promotional campaign to launch the section made this abundantly 
clear. “‘You’ will say to the Times reader: this is something that will help you—and give 
you pleasure,” read one brochure. It went on to list the questions that You would answer: 
“Where can I have fun? What’s in it for me? How can I find bargains? How can I save 
money? Where can I go that’s different? How can I be more attractive? How can I protect 
the environment? How can I find a job?”69 It sounds like a parody of Me Decade self-
absorption (the inclusion of a question about protecting the environment seems jarringly 
out of place), but it represented the L.A. Times management’s frank assessment—based 
on reports from their formidable market-research department—of the kind of material the 
paper needed in order to retain its readers, especially since inflation and rising newsprint 
costs were forcing them to raise their subscription price.70 
 More new sections followed. Although the L.A. Times had published fashion 
supplements periodically in the past, they appeared at long, unpredictable intervals. 
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Beginning in February 1978, a dedicated fashion section came out every Friday. The 
following year, the paper began producing a stand-alone business section every 
Tuesday—like The New York Times’ Business Day, it contained expanded coverage, 
features, and columns. The final addition to the special-section roster was Focus, which 
carried features and background stories, heavily illustrated, about national and foreign 
news. It usually appeared in one or two of the issues later in the week.71 By 1979, then, 
the L.A. Times included five special weekday sections (Food, You, Fashion, Business, 
and Focus), just like The New York Times (Living, Home, Weekend, Sports Monday, and 
Science Times). 
 Different circumstances drove the sectional revolution at these two newspapers. 
The New York Times needed to stop the slow bleed of advertisers and readers that was 
threatening to push the paper’s finances into the red. The L.A. Times, by contrast, was 
operating from a position of strength in the 1970s: apart from the recession year of 1975, 
each year saw advertising volume and revenues increase significantly, often at double-
digit rates. The newspaper division of Times Mirror, the L.A. Times’s parent company, 
reported record profits in 1972, 1973, 1976, 1977, 1978, and 1979. Circulation began to 
plateau in the late 70s, but this could be attributed to the frequent price increases 
necessitated by inflation and rising costs.72 The L.A. Times created the Focus section in 
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1979 to accommodate overflow advertising—so many business wanted to buy space in 
the paper that there was no room for them all.73  
Most major newspapers in the 1970s, whether their finances were robust or shaky, 
moved to add more sections, more features, and more soft news. But these were not goals 
in and of themselves. They represented a broader effort to cater to readers, to serve what 
they desired. In the process, the press began addressing the public more as consumers 
than as citizens. This trend dovetailed with what was happening in American public life 
as a whole, a phenomenon that commentators from across the political spectrum 
remarked upon at the time.74 As historian Lizabeth Cohen has argued, since the 1970s a 
more “self-interested” citizenry has begun “judging [government policies] by how well 
served they feel personally,” creating what she calls a consumerized republic.75 The 
press, which mediated the people’s relationship with government, helped condition them 
to think this way. Previous generations of New York Times and L.A. Times readers had 
looked to those newspapers primarily for information they felt they needed to know as 
educated citizens. Readers in the 1970s still expected that information to be available, but 
they also expected to find material that would entertain them and that would relate 
directly to their lives. The managers of the L.A. Times, promoting their You section, 
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promised that it would answer the question “What’s in it for me?” because they felt, with 
much justification, that Americans were focused on that question as never before. 
 ***** 
 This shift in the press’s primary purpose, from informing citizens to serving 
consumers, predated the sectional revolution and permeated the entire paper (not only the 
portions devoted to soft news). The initial motivating force, as usual, was competition 
from other media. Although the Los Angeles Times was thriving in 1969, editor-in-chief 
Nick Williams saw storm clouds on the horizon. As he told publisher Otis Chandler, 
television had changed what a newspaper needed to be: 
TV is so damn easy. Even when it’s lousy (much of it is), it’s so damned easy to 
sit there, not excited, mind frequently wandering, but still sitting there…. It’s even 
easier to sit there than it is to get up and turn the damned thing off. AND THERE 
IS OUR PROBLEM. We’re never going to turn THAT clock back. But unless we 
work awfully hard to make the daily newspaper as easy to take as possible, AND 
as interesting, AND as entertaining, AND as impressive, AND as prestigious…we 
really may have a problem somewhere down the road.76 
 
Being impressive and prestigious remained essential, but Williams listed those goals last. 
The more important goals had to do with being reader-friendly and enjoyable. A few 
years later, having recently retired, Williams reflected on what he might do differently 
were he to start from scratch as an editor-in-chief. He mused, “Perhaps we’ve worked too 
hard at choosing what our readers ought to know, rather than giving them what may 
interest them.” To that end, instead of filling the front page with the articles that editors 
deemed most newsworthy, he suggested  giving it over to “the most fascinating items” of 
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the day—that might mean a Dear Abby column, a comic strip, or a dispatch from 
Vietnam.77  
Williams was clearly being facetious; he meant to provoke self-reflection among 
editors rather than put forth a serious proposal. Nevertheless, the idea of putting 
interesting stories on page one, regardless of their hard-news value, is exactly what the 
L.A. Times had done with the non-dupe feature it inaugurated in 1968. Such efforts to put 
the reader’s desires first continued for the remainder of Williams’s years as editor-in-
chief and well into the tenure of his successor, Bill Thomas. Many of the changes were 
subtle. Since 1961, the paper had provided a summary of each day’s major news 
developments on page two of the front section, grouped under headings such as World, 
National, State, Metropolitan, and Southland. In December 1968, a new heading 
appeared: Newsmakers, which featured briefs about celebrities and offbeat, sometimes 
humorous, human-interest items.78 
 Catering to readers meant more than adjustments to news content, however. As 
Williams told Otis Chandler in a 1969, “WE WILL HAVE TO MAKE IT EASIER TO 
READ A NEWSPAPER” (all-capitals in original).79 That required design changes. Some 
newspapers in the mid-1960s began experimenting with a six-column page layout instead 
of eight columns; this reduced eye strain because it required fewer line breaks and 
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hyphens.80 The L.A. Times made the change in 1966, but only for pages without ads—
deeper inside the world’s biggest newspaper, page after page featured a single skinny 
column of tape hugging the edge of a massive seven-column advertisement. This was a 
nagging concern for Williams—the inside pages were designed for advertisers, to the 
detriment of readers. However, he felt that resistance from advertisers and the business 
department of the Times precluded the possibility of change during his editorship (he 
retired in 1972).81 Under his successor Bill Thomas, the rising cost of newsprint provided 
an excuse for wholesale design changes. In 1974, the paper decided to reduce the overall 
width of its pages by three-quarters of an inch, which would save more than $4 million a 
year in newsprint.82 The narrower page would make it impossible to fit eight columns; six 
columns became the maximum, which enabled designers to make the pages far more 
readable and attractive. Bill Thomas enthused about the new look in an article for The 
Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors, adding that the feared protests 
from advertisers never materialized.83  
 Improved design was one component of a new concept toward which the L.A. 
Times was moving toward in the early 70s: the daily newspaper as a daily news 
magazine. Many of the changes it had adopted were associated with successful general-
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interest magazines: analytical reporting, varied subject matter, in-depth articles, engaging 
prose. Nick Williams, Bill Thomas, and Otis Chandler all embraced the term. “If we took 
our best material, each day, and published it with the finest production techniques, it 
would be one hell of a daily magazine,” Williams wrote to Chandler in 1971.84 Thomas 
took this concept and ran with it.85 In an interview Chandler gave in 1976, he said, 
“We’re primarily what I would describe as a daily news magazine.” He explained the two 
motives behind that approach: “One is to give people every day something that they can’t 
get anyplace else—to make the paper unique and necessary in their lives. Secondly, I 
think, to give them a break from the hard news. People get pretty discouraged, I think, 
particularly with what we’ve been through in the last [ten] years with Vietnam, and the 
assassinations, and the radicalism….. So we try to give them something every day that 
takes them away from the hard news.”86 Nick Williams had advocated a similar technique 
in 1969, telling a fellow journalist, “It is our business, as professionals, not ONLY to tell 
our readers what the hell is happening to their cozy world…but we must (I don’t think 
must is too strong) give them something that lifts them, momentarily, from the morass.”87 
 Lifting people from the morass, giving them a break from the dreariness of the 
world—these goals would have sounded ridiculous to serious newspaper editors of the 
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1940s and 50s. But in an age when fewer people felt they needed a daily newspaper, it 
became necessary to make them want a daily newspaper. Since World War II, middle-
class Americans had been becoming increasingly focused on leisure, entertainment, and 
self-fulfillment. The trend seemed to reach its zenith in the 1970s, which Tom Wolfe 
famously labeled the Me Decade (his article appeared just as the L.A. Times was 
announcing You magazine88). Other forms of media had capitalized on this 
development—television and magazines most notably, but also radio, which enjoyed a 
resurgence in the 1960s when the FM band became home to a broad variety of music 
formats.89 Newspapers needed to keep pace; they needed to adapt or die. 
 Change did not come easily at The New York Times, however. Whereas the 
managers of the L.A. Times embraced the concept of a daily news magazine, many at The 
New York Times recoiled. The traditionalist editorial-page editor, John Oakes, who 
objected to any feint toward soft news, often complained that Abe Rosenthal was turning 
the newspaper into a magazine, a charge that Rosenthal angrily rejected. “You jibe at me 
by calling the newspaper a magazine, and I go home and get mean to my wife,” 
Rosenthal told Oakes in the early 70s.90 The Los Angeles Times was so loaded with 
advertising that it needed more editorial material to fill up the pages. At The New York 
Times, by contrast, advertising failed to increase much in the 1970s, and space was at a 
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premium—by the mid-70s, the paper had to reduce its news hole (the amount of column 
inches devoted to editorial content) in order to cut costs.91 So while the L.A. Times could 
plausibly claim that its hard-news coverage remained undiminished even as it began to 
feature other topics more prominently, The New York Times had to cut back somewhere. 
Rosenthal urged editors to publish fewer transcripts of speeches, to shorten unnecessarily 
verbose writing, and, when handling a slow-moving story, to resist publishing an article 
every day unless there had been some major development. 
For an organization devoted to delivering “all the news that’s fit to print” (the 
motto Adolph Ochs had selected for The New York Times in 1897), it was difficult to 
come to terms with the fact that new kinds of stories were edging some “hard news” out 
of the paper. In 1962, the powerful, longtime editor of the Sunday New York Times, 
Lester Markel, wrote an article accusing the press of five major sins. First and foremost, 
he charged, some newspapers had become “media of entertainment rather than of 
information.” Some editors, he lamented, say, “The customer is always right. We must 
give him what he wants and what he wants is entertainment.” Markel disagreed. “Even if 
the readers want only the kind of pepped-up pablum which is served to them, it is the 
responsibility of the editors to try to educate them to a better diet,” he lectured.92 Few 
editors, however, could afford to be contemptuous of their readers’ desires, and Markel’s 
admonitions fell on deaf ears.  
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Markel retired in 1968, but many of his colleagues shared his high-minded 
concept of what a newspaper should be—including Rosenthal, to some degree, which is 
why he so resented accusations that he was filling the august New York Times with fluff. 
In his personal journal in 1971, Rosenthal reflected on the changes he had made. Despite 
the complaints from people like John Oakes, Rosenthal wrote, “The Times remains a 
hard daily newspaper.” He had simply “expanded” the paper’s character “by my 
insistence that no subject is outside of the scope of the paper.” He concluded, “I suppose 
the essential difference between Oakes and myself is that he believes this type of [non-
traditional] story does not belong in a daily newspaper, but in a magazine, and I believe 
most emphatically that any newspaper that confines itself to simply reporting what 
happened yesterday would wither.”93 This was Rosenthal’s most fundamental concern: 
that readers not desert the paper, which would cause it to wither. What Oakes saw as the 
high road was actually the road to perdition.  
Rosenthal insisted he was not turning The New York Times into a magazine, yet 
many of the ideas he proposed were borrowed from magazines—especially New York, 
the weekly that launched in 1968 under editor Clay Felker and became the hottest 
magazine of the 1970s. New York was best known as a showcase for in-depth features 
written in the novelistic New Journalism style, but its “secret weapon,” Felker said, was 
its service coverage—useful information about entertainment, food, and shopping.94 That 
created loyal readers, and Rosenthal wanted to emulate it. “He was extremely jealous of 
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Clay Felker and his huge success with New York magazine,” recalled Ed Klein, whom 
Rosenthal hired as editor of The New York Times Magazine in 1976.95 In March 1970, 
roughly six months after becoming managing editor, Rosenthal asked several senior 
editors to bring him ideas about how to bring in to the Times the kind of service material 
that made New York so successful.96 Among his most frequent complaints about 
Charlotte Curtis’s Family/Style section in the early 70s was that its material sometimes 
lacked a “service function.” In one instance, he asked Curtis to look at a service story in 
New York (about children’s activities around Easter) and to think up some similar ideas.97 
And when it came time to hire new staff for the four-section paper, Rosenthal chose 
former New York journalists for two of the most important spots—restaurant critic and 
editor of Home.98  
In 1971, Rosenthal made a pitch to the paper’s three most senior executives for “a 
strong program of service information in the field of entertainment,” presenting it as a 
sound business decision. “Readers want and need this kind of information and are 
attracted to publications that give it to them,” Rosenthal wrote, adding that magazines 
“achieve a kind of intimacy and affection with their readers because through this kind of 
service, they relate to the happy and upbeat part of their readers’ lives.”99 Like Nick 
Williams and Otis Chandler, he saw value in providing a pleasant diversion from the 
often-depressing hard news. Rosenthal got his wish in 1972, with a new daily Going Out 
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Guide, which informed readers about noteworthy cultural events in a jaunty yet 
knowledgeable tone.100 
 The idea of providing “service information” could be applied to areas besides just 
leisure, Rosenthal felt. In 1972, he proposed “a kind of service feature” that would help 
readers understand the background of a major running news story. Called “Issue and 
Debate,” it would outline the competing views on each side of a given topic.101 Normally 
the term applied only to consumer-service material (restaurant listings, shopping guides, 
doctors’ rankings), but Rosenthal used it as a synonym for anything new and potentially 
useful to readers. The service ethos extended to the business section as well. As a means 
of attracting young-adult readers, assistant managing editor Seymour Topping wrote in a 
1976 memo, the editors wanted to “provide them with a regular service feature…dealing 
with the practical problems of jobs and careers.”102 
 The reorientation of The New York Times toward service made many editors 
uneasy. On the one hand, framing the shift as a way to serve readers’ needs helped 
absolve the conscience of self-serious journalists who worried that they were really just 
pandering to readers’ desire for fluff. After all, as the sociologist Daniel Bell and others 
observed, the country as a whole was transforming into a post-industrial, service-based 
economy and society, the upper rungs of which would be populated by a growing class of 
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knowledge workers—a demographic group that included journalists and most of their 
target audience.103 A service ethos would come to characterize many other professions 
and workplaces in the following decades. But as Bethany Moreton notes in her study of 
the service ethos at Wal-Mart, it was a feminized notion with strong Christian 
undertones.104 In the fiercely secular, masculine atmosphere of most newsrooms, those 
elements of service did not resonate. “I kept hearing the phrase, ‘We must go after the 
suburban housewife,’” John Oakes recalled.105 He held that notion in disdain, preferring 
to go after the serious man of the world.  
Even strong proponents of the four-section approach, such as Rosenthal, Topping, 
and Arthur Gelb, worried that it might change the “character of the paper,” in Rosenthal’s 
words.106 The first four of the new rotating weekday sections—Weekend, Home, Living, 
and Sports Monday—had all focused on leisure activities. When in late 1977 it came time 
to decide on the fifth section, the business department wanted it to cover fashion; 
Rosenthal insisted it should cover science, and he dug in his heels. As he told an 
interview years later, “I felt three consumer sections in a row—Home, Living, and now 
Fashion—would tip the paper.” It would validate the claims of John Oakes and Lester 
Markel that “froth” had displaced substance. After a protracted battle with the business 
side of the paper, Rosenthal got the publisher to side with him and greenlight Science 
Times—in large part by showing that he could produce the new section without spending 
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any additional money.107 Although Abe Rosenthal clearly wanted to emulate Clay 
Felker’s New York in many respects, he developed an intense disdain for Felker—perhaps 
because it pained him to admit that The New York Times was becoming more like New 
York. When he read a profile of Felker that The New York Times Magazine planned to 
publish in 1976, Rosenthal’s reaction was entirely negative. The article was too admiring, 
he said, and it failed to note what Rosenthal considered Felker’s shallowness. “It isn’t so 
much that he has a news sense, but a circus sense, a circulation sense, and a sense of 
entertainment,” Rosenthal wrote to the editor responsible for the piece.108 The journalistic 
crimes for which he condemned Felker—focusing too much on entertainment, 
shortchanging hard news in an effort to boost circulation——were the same offenses that 
many critics accused Rosenthal himself of committing. In the end, Rosenthal told the 
editor to kill the Felker profile. 
 In a 1978 speech about how The New York Times had come back from the brink 
of financial calamity (thanks in large part to the new soft-news sections), Seymour 
Topping revealed a great deal about the editors’ attitudes toward the new New York 
Times. They realized, he said, that improvements in the paper’s coverage of traditional 
topics, would not be enough to increase circulation:  
The newspaper must adapt its function to the needs of the changing society. If the 
reader must be attracted by offering him a more varied smorgasbord of 
information and service material, there is no reason why the newspaper should not 
provide it. The important thing is that the news staples should continue on the 
menu undiminished, that is, the information which the reader needs to perform as 
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an informed good citizen. It is our hope that the reader we bring to The New York 
Times through Weekend or the Living section or Sports Monday will explore and 
discover and develop a sophisticated taste for our main course, the hard news.109 
 
Economic necessity, Topping admitted, was the mother of this invention. He was 
somewhat defensive about the new sections, likely anticipating the criticism that they 
detracted from the paper’s seriousness. He insisted that was not the case, but he shared 
the critics’ opinion that soft news was an indulgence—a childish, sugary treat, not the 
“sophisticated” main course. 
 Journalists at the Los Angeles Times shared this attitude to some extent. Although 
they were not laden with the baggage of being labeled the country’s “paper of record,” 
they had imbibed journalism’s conventional wisdom about the hierarchical nature of 
news: war, government, and politics were at the top—hence their placement on the front 
page—and other categories of news declined in importance as you moved toward the 
back of the paper, where “women’s news” sections were normally found. The physical 
layout of the L.A. Times offices reflected this viewpoint. The “hard news” staff and the 
“soft news” or “features” staff worked in entirely separate buildings, with the composing 
room (where the paper was made up) and a long hallway in between. Tim Rutten, who 
became an editor on the View section in 1972, noted, “Nobody went from the features 
side to the news side…. They always referred to us as ‘that other newspaper.’”110 Barbara 
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Saltzman, a copy editor for View in the 70s, recalled, “We were just kind of looked down 
upon as stepchildren [by the hard-news staff].”111 
 Editor-in-chief Bill Thomas, the man most responsible for making the L.A. Times 
into a daily news magazine, tried to maintain a balance between hard and soft news. He 
accepted “You” magazine, a business-driven product with little journalistic value, but 
after his retirement, he felt the pendulum had swung too far in the direction of soft news. 
“We’re about to have a section of the paper entitled “Gee,” he noted in an unpublished 
memoir. A newspaper is like a person, he wrote, and during his editorship, he envisioned 
it as “essentially a serious person…one with integrity and fairness, literate and possessed 
of a sense of humor and wide-ranging interests.” In 1998, he lamented, with Gee and 
other features shaped by marketing goals, “The Times is becoming a person who would 
wear lampshades at parties.”112  
Reporter David Shaw, the L.A. Times’s in-house press critic and a favorite of Bill 
Thomas, was sometimes indelicate in showing his disdain for the soft-news sections of 
his own paper. When he wrote about former associate editor Jim Bellows becoming 
editor-in-chief of the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner, Shaw commented, “Bellows was in 
charge of the non-news sections of The Times.”113 Soft news was not simply inferior, 
Shaw implied, it was not even really news. Speaking to author David Halberstam in the 
mid-1970s, L.A. Times assistant foreign editor Nick Williams Jr. (son of the former 
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editor-in-chief) lamented that “there’s less play in the paper for foreign and national 
news.” He explained, “We do our surveys and they tell us to have more features, more 
Ann Landers, more medical tips, and it’s very hard, you know, to deal with the fact that 
the best things we do bring the least response.”114 To Williams, the “best things” by 
definition excluded any soft news, even feature stories, arguably the area of the L.A. 
Times’s greatest strength in the 1970s. 
The features-side staff absorbed this attitude themselves and sometimes exhibited 
an inferiority complex. They never challenged the designation of their content as “soft,” 
often referring to it as “software” or “the soft lines.”115 The aura of the much-belittled 
women’s section still lingered. Jean Sharley Taylor had difficulty persuading reporters 
from others parts of the paper to come write for View. The soft-news sections, including 
View, had to go to press much earlier than other parts of the newspaper—a necessity, 
given the need to print over a million copies of such an enormous paper, but it reinforced 
the notion that they were a lower priority. Furthermore, while the main news sections 
(national, foreign, and metropolitan) had a minimum ratio of editorial content to 
advertising—usually 30 percent—View could be a dumping ground for ads. In 1979, 
Taylor complained to Bill Thomas, “I am battered from trying to resolve the space 
thing…. It seems wrong to give us 13 percent editorial. The best we ever get is 22 
percent. The average is 19 percent.”116 Like the women’s pages of old, the soft-news 
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sections lived on sufferance of advertisers. Of course, the existence of the entire 
newspaper was contingent on ads, but the connection was more explicit with the soft 
sections. When journalist Marshall Berges interviewed the senior editors of the L.A. 
Times in order to write a book about the paper, most made little if any mention of 
advertising. Jean Sharley Taylor, however, spoke about advertising constantly.117 
Nevertheless, the management of the Los Angeles Times recognized the 
importance of soft news. This was especially evident in the way they promoted the paper. 
A bumper sticker the company produced in 1978 read: “News Fashion Sports Stocks 
Travel Humor. It all comes together in The Times.”118 This six-word description of the 
paper’s content conveyed the message that it was, above all, entertaining and useful. That 
message came through even more clearly in a slogan that the L.A. Times adopted in 1977: 
“Great Newspaper. Great Usepaper,” said the advertisements.119 When Jim Bellows took 
over the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner in 1978, that paper’s gossip column snidely 
referred to its crosstown rival as “the usepaper.”120 
*****  
Many L.A. Times staffers surely found the “usepaper” moniker silly—even Otis 
Chandler said he did not care for the slogan.121 It, and the service-and-soft-news approach 
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more generally, represented a blow to journalists’ pride. The Yellow Pages could be 
useful, and sitcoms could be entertaining, but journalism held itself up as something 
more—a noble calling, a pillar of American democracy. Traditionalist editors tended to 
feel this way most strongly. In 1962, before the soft-news revolution had even taken 
shape, New York Times Sunday editor Lester Markel wrote that it might be apt to refer to 
the press as the “Froth Estate” instead of the Fourth Estate, because it had begun to 
specialize in entertainment, not information.122 The ensuing decade and a half did nothing 
to change his mind. In a 1976 article, Markel lamented the phenomenon of “Gallup 
editing,” by which he meant the use of surveys “to discover what the reader wants and 
supply it without question.” As a result, he said, “The sensational news, gobs of gossip, 
tons of triviality have been dished out at the cost of significant reporting. Entertainment 
has been given the play over information; manic efforts have been made to out-TV 
television.” The solution to the press’s woes, Markel argued, was simply “to print the 
news”—that is, to stick to the traditional categories of news (while providing ample 
interpretation). Only newspapers, he insisted, could “supply the kind of information 
without which informed public opinion—the sine qua non of democracy—cannot 
exist.”123 New York Times columnist John Oakes, the paper’s former editorial-page editor, 
voiced a similar concern in 1978, writing that newspapers, in their attempt to compete 
with television, had “downgrade[d]” the “traditional mainstays of news, information, and 
opinion” and were becoming simply “chewing gum for the brain.” In doing this, Oakes 
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claimed, “American journalism is weakening its moral if not its legal claim” to special 
First Amendment protection.124 
However, Markel and Oakes were retired or nearing retirement in the 1970s, and 
their protests were drowned out by the defenders of the new, reader-oriented approach. 
Some argued that the press’s dismissive attitude toward soft news had caused it to 
entirely miss one of the biggest stories of the late 60s: the consumer revolution, 
personified by the activist Ralph Nader. In a 1969 issue of The Bulletin of the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors, a former Washington Post editor asked, “Why was the 50-
year-old story of unsafe automobile design first reported to the public in book form by an 
obscure young lawyer [Nader]? Why does this same lone man each year dig up more 
front page stories involving pressing safety matters than all other reporters together?” He 
answered his own questions by observing that “in all too many newsrooms, major 
consumer issues are still treated as feature items and relegated to either the women’s 
pages or the wastebasket.”125 Two years later, Nicholas von Hoffman made the same 
point about Nader’s revelations putting the press to shame. Summing up, he noted, 
“American newspapers do their worst job on the topics that are most important to people: 
food, clothing, shelter, health.”126  
These were valid journalistic justifications for expanding soft-news coverage, and 
they likely softened the reflexive resistance editors felt when pushed to do something at 
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the behest of the business department. The consumer movement’s success undoubtedly 
led to a new appreciation of consumer affairs’ importance among journalists. The New 
York Times began a Consumer Notes column in 1973, and the number of consumer-
related stories in the four biggest American newspapers increased tremendously between 
1965 and 1975.127 But the consumer movement also may have changed journalists’ 
outlook on soft news more broadly, by creating an awareness that important stories did 
not always originate in world capitals or high-level meetings. They could also be lurking 
in seemingly mundane items like canned food, automobile tires, and children’s toys.128 
New York editor Clay Felker pointed out this blind spot in most journalists’ news 
sense in a 1971 article in The Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors. 
“Sophisticated journalists tend to become obsessed with major political figures and 
dramatic events to the exclusion of the mundane but very real problems of everyday 
existence,” Felker said, partly because they write primarily to impress other journalists. 
But getting “on the side of the reader,” according to Felker, could provide an enormous 
payoff: “The response of readers to consumer journalism, in my experience, has been 
much stronger than the response to other kinds of articles.”129 Subsequent articles in The 
Bulletin, the premier trade journal for editors, reflect a growing acceptance of soft news’ 
central place in the newspaper and the need to elevate its standing. A 1972 article decried 
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the use of dismissive terms like soft, froth, and frills to refer to a worthy category of 
journalism. “Content and substance are not the exclusive property of the hard-news side, 
and what a tragedy for the newspaper business if they ever should be,” the author said.130  
In 1974, an article in The Bulletin told editors it was past time for them to 
reevaluate their attitudes toward hard and soft news. Some press critics, the author noted, 
derided soft news as “‘fluff’ or ‘features’ or ‘fillers.’ It is properly called information.” 
He continued, “The newspaper’s job is to provide useful information which, in this visual 
age, ought to be presented in an attractive, eye-grabbing form. The information ought to 
be wide-ranging—from household hints and fashions to editorial page commentary and 
sports, from comics to financial advice, from investigative stories and summaries of the 
day’s events to crossword puzzles and other entertainments.”131 An article the following 
year stated, “There is an obvious need to rethink the entire concept of ‘news’” and to 
“redefin[e] the concept of newsworthiness.” The author quoted an executive at the Knight 
Ridder newspaper chain, who said, “What is needed is a new kind of news that prizes 
utility above all else—how to cook and travel and educate children, what to buy and what 
to invest in, how to be more successful and better fulfilled in a painfully complicated 
society.”132 
The journalists writing these articles all agreed that newspapers needed to 
improve their usefulness, serve the readers, amuse them, and address the issues in their 
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everyday lives. Perhaps the starkest assessment of the situation came in a 1977 Bulletin 
article:  
Some, perhaps most, people think newspapers are in the business of providing 
information. This is simply wrong. Newspapers as well as the rest of the mass 
media are in the business of providing entertainment and those of you who are 
successful understand this—either consciously or unconsciously. You compete 
with novels, plays, theater, sports events and soap operas for the attention of the 
public. You have to meet the wants of your consumers or you’ll be out of business 
or at the very least poorer.133 
 
The lone voice thundering against service information, entertainment and “froth” in The 
Bulletin was Lester Markel’s.134 To most editors reading the publication, he probably 
seemed like an out-of-touch relic. Even those who shared his viewpoint on the 
desirability of hard news versus soft had to acknowledge that given the business 
environment of the 1970s, newspapers could not model themselves on what The New 
York Times had been during Markel’s heyday (the 1940s, 50s, and early 60s), as he 
seemed to suggest. 
Whatever qualms journalists had about the shift toward service, entertainment, 
and soft news, the trend continued in the 1980s and 90s. By the 2000s, feature stories 
dominated front pages, and anecdotal or “soft” lead paragraphs had become standard.135 
Television news underwent a similar transformation in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s—if 
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anything, the trend was even more pronounced than in newspapers.136 By the late 1970s, 
criticism of the Lester Markel variety—that soft news barely belonged in a serious 
newspaper—had petered out. However, a new variety of criticism arose to take its place. 
While acknowledging the validity of news about food, lifestyles, and consumer affairs, 
some critics took issue with how the press covered these topics. The most frequent charge 
was that they catered exclusively to the wealthy and were more concerned with pleasing 
advertisers than with serving a journalistic purpose.   
An extended critique of The New York Times by Harper’s contributor Earl Shorris 
in 1977 declared that the new sections were devoted primarily to “gossip and 
acquisitiveness.” He claimed the paper ignored such issues as New York City’s 
exploding rat population and the crumbling of the South Bronx in favor of stories about 
“goldplated goblets and $90 brass candlesticks”—which he attributed to the fact that 
“neither Bergdorf Goodman nor Cartier has anything to say to welfare mothers in the 
South Bronx.”137 The authors of a 1983 profile of Abe Rosenthal in the Washington 
Journalism Review noted, “The Times never catered to the poor, but it never excluded the 
poor, either.” That began to change when the four-section paper was introduced: “With 
the Home and Living sections, Abe Rosenthal has drawn a line, and most New Yorkers 
are on the other side.”138 
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Similar accusations could be leveled, and were, against the Los Angeles Times. 
The paper’s obsession with “affluent, mostly white readers coveted by advertisers” had 
caused it to skimp on coverage of racial minorities and their communities, said a 1979 
article in the Columbia Journalism Review.139 An article published a few months later 
said, “The public opinion reflected in the Times for too many years has been that of the 
city’s white, middle-to-upper classes.”140 The impetus for the latter article was the story 
of Eula Love, a black woman shot to death by police at her home in South Central Los 
Angeles after having allegedly assaulted a gas-company employee trying to collect on an 
unpaid bill. The L.A. Times printed only a one-paragraph brief about the incident, which 
most other local news outlets treated as a huge story.141 But critics had been making 
similar charges about the priorities and motivations of the paper for years. In a 
thoroughly researched, 600-page book about the L.A. Times published in 1977, Robert 
Gottlieb and Irene Wolt charged that Otis Chandler’s paper was essentially unchanged 
from the paper his grandfather Harrison Gray Otis had published—a tool for the Southern 
California elite to enhance their power and wealth. “The soft news feature approach of 
the new, mid-seventies, Times…complemented the soft mood throughout the paper,” they 
wrote. “Times staff and Times editors became the contented link to an establishment 
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world the paper had done much to create. Soft news at the Times was good news for the 
Chandlers and their friends.”142 
Editors showed little compunction, however, about targeting affluent readers at 
the expense of others. In terms of possible side effects from the shift toward service and 
soft news, this ranked well below the concern that triviality or shallowness might seep 
into the paper. The success of serious broadsheets like The New York Times and the Los 
Angeles Times had always depended on their ability to attract wealthy readers and, by 
extension, the advertisers who wished to reach them. This business strategy, they 
reasoned, enabled them to be financially sound, which in turn enabled them to fulfill their 
public-service role in American democracy: acting as a guardian of the public interest, 
and providing accurate reports on developments in the nation and the world. A newspaper 
would be no good to anyone if it could not pay its bills or its reporters’ salaries. This 
concern outweighed any desire to reach readers from varied demographic or socio-
economic groups. Editors discussed this consideration matter-of-factly. In a 1971 memo 
about why The New York Times must include more “service information,” Abe Rosenthal 
emphasized that such information “relates directly to the readers who mean most to us—
and to advertisers—the young and the affluent.”143 The New York Times director of 
marketing in a private 1977 letter explained that his strategy was to target an “upscale” 
audience, “people of influence and affluence.” He stated rather proudly his awareness 
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that this was “an elitist and classist marketing approach.”144 Similarly Nick Williams, in 
his private communications in the late 1960s, observed that the “basic audience” and 
“major market” for the L.A. Times was “the white middle class.”145 Speaking to David 
Halberstam in the 70s, he noted, “We don’t sell any papers in Watts.”146  
This intentional orientation of the newspaper toward affluent readers—which 
usually equated to white readers—was no secret. In a 1978 speech about the difficulties 
facing metropolitan newspapers, New York Times deputy managing editor Seymour 
Topping explained why his paper needed to expand its circulation in the suburbs in order 
to survive. “Television is the principal information medium of lower-income blacks and 
Spanish-speaking people who have replaced many of the middle-income classes in the 
central cities,” he said.147 The audience the Times was after had moved to the suburbs, 
and the paper pursued them there. Topping tactfully avoided noting the demographic 
profile of those suburban readers, but clearly the vast majority were white and wealthy. 
L.A. Times publisher Otis Chandler was not always so careful. In a 1978 television 
interview, he provoked a public outcry when discussing why few African-Americans or 
Latinos read his paper. “It’s not their kind of newspaper,” Chandler said. “It’s too big, it’s 
too stuffy if you will, it’s too complicated.” The obvious implication, which many 
outraged letter writers picked up on, was that only white people were smart or 
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sophisticated enough to read the Times.148 The impulse behind this statement, however, 
may have been Chandler’s desire to deflect criticism that cynical financial considerations 
caused the Times’ subpar coverage of minority communities. Right before his 
inflammatory comment, Chandler said that most blacks and Chicanos “do not have the 
purchasing power that our stores [advertisers] require.” Investing the necessary resources 
to report news from their communities, with little advertising revenue to offset the 
expense, would “cost us millions of dollars.”  
Although journalism is a business, journalists at most prestigious news 
organizations tend to distrust the profit motive and weigh it against the ideals of truth, 
justice, and an informed citizenry. This conflict between business goals and journalistic 
goals came to a head in the 1970s as the reader-oriented newspaper took shape. 
Journalists reconciled themselves to the newspaper’s new focus by altering their concept 
of news. The concept had begun evolving in the 1960s. In 1970, when Abe Rosenthal 
outlined the mission of The New York Times, he defined news as “not simply what people 
say and do but what they think, what motivates them, their styles of living, the 
movements, trends and forces acting upon society.”149 It is difficult to quarrel with that 
definition, and it can encompass most of the changes in news content that occurred in the 
1970s. The sectional revolution and the rise of soft news changed the nature of 
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newspapers more than any other development in the 1960s and 70s; yet compared to 
other changes in the era, this one went smoothly. 
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Chapter 5 
 
No Longer Invisible, Not Yet Integrated: Minorities and Women 
 in the Newsroom and in News Coverage 
 
Among the many forces that convulsed American society and politics in the 1960s 
and 70s, none were more powerful than the movements for equality and empowerment 
launched by racial minorities and women. The press, like most established institutions, 
had generally reflected and reinforced the racist and sexist paradigms of the broader 
culture, both in employment practices and in news coverage. At The New York Times and 
the Los Angeles Times in the early 1960s, as at nearly all large newspapers, most African-
Americans were employed as elevator operators, mail clerks, or janitors, apart from a few 
token black reporters or copy editors. Most women, if they were not secretaries or 
switchboard operators, toiled on the family or society pages, regardless of whether they 
wished to cover other types of news. The product these newspapers put out reflected the 
makeup of the staff and the assumptions of the white-male-dominated society of the era. 
While The New York Times and L.A. Times covered the civil-rights movement in the 
South ably, minority communities in their own cities received scant attention. On the rare 
occasions when women appeared in the main news sections, they were generally depicted 
in stereotypical or demeaning ways.  
Throughout the 1960s and 70s, the press wrestled with race and gender on two 
fronts: first, the question of employment opportunities and discrimination in the 
newsroom, and second, whether and how much to change news coverage. For most 
female journalists and journalists of color, these issues were urgent and interrelated. The 
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white men responsible for staffing and coverage decisions, however, sometimes felt 
differently. Furthermore, the men running these newspapers wished to implement 
changes gradually and to seek a middle ground between opposing points of view. But 
incrementalism and accommodation were unacceptable to many supporters of the 
women’s movement and the black freedom struggle—especially by the 1970s, as they 
grew increasingly frustrated by the slow pace of progress. The result, predictably, was 
conflict. 
Although the press responded differently to the demands of women for greater 
inclusion than to the demands of minorities, the two responses initially seemed to be on 
the same trajectory: grudging acceptance that existing practices must change, hiring more 
reporters from the previously excluded group, expanding coverage of that group’s 
concerns. By the late 70s, however, the two paths were diverging. Efforts to improve the 
representation of minorities in the newsroom stalled, especially when it came to 
appointing minority journalists to supervisory positions (as editors rather than reporters). 
Coverage of minority communities and their concerns became less prominent than it had 
been in the late 60s and early 70s. On the other hand women, while still facing 
employment discrimination, steadily increased their representation on staff, including in 
positions of editorial responsibility. Many of the deficiencies in coverage to which 
women had objected in the 60s were vanishing. Naturally, changes in employment 
practices influenced changes in coverage: women, with a greater presence in the 
newsroom, could advocate more effectively for the changes they wanted than could 
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minorities. But the most important driver of change, as previous chapters have shown, 
was what the readers were perceived to want. 
****** 
While editors at The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times overwhelmingly 
supported the movement to end racial segregation in the South, they showed few 
misgivings about the de facto segregation that reigned in their own newsrooms in the 
early 1960s. The New York Times employed three black reporters and the L.A. Times one 
Latino reporter, but otherwise both staffs were all-white.1 This sometimes hindered 
newsgathering efforts. In 1964, New York Times chief of correspondents Harrison 
Salisbury discussed with a colleague the possibility of assigning a major exposé in which 
a reporter would pose as a migrant farm worker in Florida. “It goes without saying that he 
must be a Negro; all the migrants in the East Coast stream are,” one memo said. But with 
so few black reporters, Salisbury noted, “we just don’t have anyone meeting the 
necessary qualifications this year.” The Times discarded the story idea.2  
The New York Times and the L.A. Times were hardly exceptional in their dearth of 
minority reporters. Industry-wide, African-Americans in 1968 accounted for only about 
one percent of all newsroom jobs.3 The civil-rights movement had made some editors feel 
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guilty about their failure to integrate the newsroom. The black journalist Tom Johnson, 
who would join The New York Times in 1966, recalled being hired at Newsday three years 
earlier, his first job in the white press. The editor-in-chief told him, “We keep writing in 
this paper about integration and all that and I looked around and we ain’t got a single 
Negro reporter—and we never had one.”4 Like many editors, he seemed to think having 
one was sufficient—a form of tokenism that was little better than exclusion. That began 
to change with the wave of urban riots that swept through the nation from 1964 to 1968. 
Two of the earliest outbreaks came in the home territories of The New York Times and the 
L.A. Times: Harlem in July 1964, and Watts in August 1965.  
 It immediately became obvious that white journalists could not safely cover riots 
such as these. During the Harlem riot, a group of teenagers jumped a New York Times 
photographer and beat him so badly that he nearly lost an eye.5 When the Watts riot 
broke out, the L.A. Times did not have a single black reporter on staff, and any white 
person entering the area during the unrest risked serious bodily harm. On the second 
night of rioting, a 24-year-old messenger from the classified-ad department, Robert 
Richardson, walked into the city room. He lived in Watts and offered to phone in reports 
from the scene. The resulting dispatches earned him a series of front-page bylines.6 The 
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paper’s overall coverage, despite relying on mostly white journalists and a few black 
stringers, won the Pulitzer Prize for local news spot reporting. The New York Times, by 
contrast, had no black journalists on its national staff to send into Watts, and as a result, 
national editor Claude Sitton recalled, “the coverage read as if it were written from a 
distance, from outside the ghetto looking in.”7 
 The shock of Watts sent nearly every prestigious big-city newspaper scrambling 
to hire at least a couple of black reporters, if only to avoid the embarrassment of 
appearing racist while advocating integration in their editorials. But editors often 
complained that “qualified” black journalists were hard to find. The January 1966 issue 
of The Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors contained a survey of 
newspapers’ efforts to diversify their staffs, published under the headline “Where Are All 
the Competent Newsmen Who Happen to be Negroes?”8 When a reporter asked New 
York Times metropolitan editor Abe Rosenthal in 1965 why he had only one black 
reporter on his staff, Rosenthal replied, “Looks terrible. I know it. You know it. But what 
the hell is there to do when for all these years Negroes have not been getting the training 
or the education that you have to have, white or black, to be a reporter on the Times? 
There just isn’t any big pool of Negro talent out there waiting, or if there is, I haven’t 
been able to find it.”9 
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 Rosenthal and other editors may have sincerely believed that their good-faith 
efforts to hire black journalists were being stymied by an insufficient supply, but two 
factors likely led to that mistaken perception. First, a qualified black reporter might have 
different credentials from those of a qualified white reporter. Elite newspapers like The 
New York Times sought to hire people who had attended top universities and who had 
already worked at other prestigious news organizations. However, structural racism 
prevented most African-Americans from attending top universities or getting hired at 
prestigious news organizations. Second, few white newspapers made any significant 
attempt to go out and find black journalists. They expected to recruit new hires through 
the usual channels: referrals from colleagues and friends, and bylines they saw in other 
publications. Of course, when all the colleagues and friends were white, and all the other 
publications staffed almost entirely by whites, this process did not bring in any black 
prospects. 
 Later in the 1960s, leading news organizations stepped up their recruitment of 
black journalists—often raiding the African-American press for talent. The story of race 
in America was exploding, and editors recognized that their lack of minority staff 
impeded their ability to cover that story fully. Riots were an obvious example of the 
problem, but the broader, running stories of urban unrest, poverty, and the Black Power 
movement presented equally important challenges. Sources for such stories mistrusted 
white reporters and often refused to speak to them (indeed, they mistrusted black 
reporters working for the “white press” as well). According to Earl Caldwell, an African-
American reporter hired at The New York Times in 1967, at meetings of black militants, 
  
	  209 
the participants would often begin by declaring, “Reporters out!” “We would tell these 
people, ‘We understand this story, we can report this story and bring a dimension to it 
that doesn’t exist,” he recalled. “They began to alter that [statement]. It became, ‘white 
reporters out!’” The white reporters who were removed (sometimes bodily) might protest 
to their editors that the black reporters should have left in solidarity with them, but the 
editors sided with Caldwell and the black reporters—the most important thing was to get 
the story.10   
Considerations such as these underscored the need for more minority journalists 
at metropolitan newspapers, as did the constant desire to protect the paper’s image. In 
1968, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (better known as the Kerner 
Commission), which President Lyndon Johnson had established to examine the causes of 
the recent riots, issued a blistering condemnation of the news media, both for its poor 
coverage of black life in America and for its dismal record of employing African-
Americans.11 “The plaint is ‘we can’t find qualified Negroes,’” the Kerner Commission 
wrote. “But this rings hollow from an industry where, only yesterday, jobs were scarce 
and promotion unthinkable for a man whose skin was black.”12 Journalists may have 
disliked hearing this from a government commission, but many had begun to arrive at 
similar realizations themselves—indeed, the nation’s leading editorial pages had high 
praise for the report, including its sections on the media.13 
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Newspaper editors may have sincerely wanted to hire more black journalists, and 
they began to do so in slightly greater numbers. But once hired, those journalists did not 
necessarily find a hospitable environment. Robert Richardson, the L.A. Times messenger 
who provided crucial eyewitness accounts of the Watts riots, got promoted to reporter 
afterward. But he had no professional training, and he started at the lowest rung, on what 
was referred to as the “disaster desk.” Essentially, the job consisted of sitting in a bar 
with other reporters all night, waiting for a fire to break out and then rushing to the scene. 
Feeling isolated and overwhelmed, Richardson became an alcoholic and was fired within 
a year; he eventually wound up homeless on Skid Row.14 Other black journalists at the 
Los Angeles Times in the 1960s sometimes got cues that they did not belong. Ray Rogers, 
the first experienced black reporter the paper hired (in 1965), once found that someone 
had left a campaign button for George Wallace, the virulently racist Alabama governor, 
on his desk.15 Bill Drummond, an African-American reporter who had been working in 
Louisville, was hired sight-unseen by the L.A. Times in 1967, and the editors who hired 
him were apparently unaware of his race. When he showed up in the newsroom and 
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introduced himself, the metropolitan editor appeared flummoxed and perhaps 
disappointed.16 
 At The New York Times, according to two black reporters who worked there in 
the late 1960s, white company security guards singled out African-Americans for racist 
humiliations. After boarding a crowded elevator to go up to the newsroom, Earl Caldwell 
recalled, he would sometimes be pulled off just before the door closed; the guard would 
say something like, “O.K., come on out of there. Where do you think you’re going?” C. 
Gerald Fraser remembered leaving the office once with an armful of books—free copies 
from publishers that a senior colleague had given him. A security guard so doggedly 
persisted in suggesting that Fraser had stolen the books that Fraser, exasperated, handed 
the whole stack over to the man. The guards were often called on to perform a variety of 
duties. When the newsroom got too crowded, for instance on election nights, they would 
come in to remove people who were not reporters. On one such night, according to Earl 
Caldwell, “one of the guards comes over to me and says, ‘O.K., it’s time to leave, get 
out.’ I said, ‘I work here.’ The guard said, ‘No, you don’t, and it’s time for you to leave.’ 
I’m standing with a group of other reporters. They have to tell him—not tell him—they 
have to convince him that I belong there, I have reason to be there.”17 
Among newsroom colleagues, however, such overt racism rarely appeared. The 
unexamined assumptions of white journalists were far more pernicious to black reporters’ 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Outtake of Bill Drummond interview for the film Ruben Salazar: Man in the Middle (dir. Phillip 
Rodriguez, Public Broadcasting Service, 2014). Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ztq_-
JjOyl0, accessed October 26, 2015. 
17 Earl Caldwell, interview with author, October 3, 2014; C. Gerald Fraser, interview with author, October 
24, 2014. 
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ability to do their jobs. As journalism historian Pamela Newkirk has noted, “The 
unspoken expectation was for blacks and other minorities to fit into an established culture 
that was not expected to bend to accommodate them.” What they needed, according to 
Newkirk, was “space to assert their unique cultural values and norms, and also the 
freedom to reflect ideas and attitudes that could contest mainstream—meaning white—
thought.”18 This boiled down to how minority reporters would cover the news. Most of 
them bristled at the press’s insistence on objectivity, because objectivity as generally 
practiced, they felt, meant favoring the perspective of the white middle-class over all 
others.19  
Journalism was not the only profession to struggle with incorporating minorities 
into its ranks after Civil Rights Act of 1964 ended the era of legally sanctioned 
discrimination. Nearly all high-status, high-paying occupations had excluded non-whites. 
Consider the proportion of African-Americans (the only non-white race counted in the 
census) in three other professions. They constituted 0.5 percent of engineers in 1960, 1.1 
percent in 1970, and 2.5 percent in 1980. As for lawyers and judges, 1.2 percent were 
black in 1960, 1.3 percent in 1970, and 2.8 percent in 1980. African-Americans were 
slightly better represented among social scientists: 2.0 percent in 1960, 3.1 percent in 
1970, 5.5 percent in 1980.20 The number of minorities holding newsroom jobs, by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Newkirk, Within the Veil, 72, 80. 
19 See Chapter 3 for more on objectivity and the objections that minorities and other groups raised about it. 
20 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Population: 1960. Subject Reports: Occupational Characteristics 
(Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1963), 21-22; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of 
Population: 1970. Subject Reports: Occupation by Industry Final Report (Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1972), 1, 3, 97, 99; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Population: 1980. 
Subject Reports: Occupation by Industry (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1984), 1. 
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comparison, increased fourfold between 1968 and 1978—from less than one percent of 
the total to a still meager 3.9 percent.21 That percentage might have been expected to rise 
even faster, however, since newspapers generally expected no specialized training or 
education beyond a bachelor’s degree (unlike in engineering, law, or social science). 
Although progress proceeded slowly, the era of racial exclusion in the press ended in the 
1960s; the struggle over changing coverage of race was just beginning. 
***** 
From the time of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 to the March on 
Washington in 1963, there was no bigger domestic news story than the fight against Jim 
Crow in the South. The New York Times and many other leading news organizations 
covered the movement admirably, despite facing intense hostility from Southern 
authorities and, sometimes, mobs.22 The Los Angeles Times, with only three national 
correspondents in the early 60s, had no reporters stationed in the South and relied mainly 
on wire-service articles for its coverage, although in 1965 the paper hired Pulitzer Prize 
winner Jack Nelson away from the Atlanta Constitution to open a new Atlanta bureau. 
But whatever the difficulties of covering the civil-rights movement in the South, the issue 
of racial problems in Northern cities like New York and Los Angeles proved far more 
vexing. 
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data do not include the percentage of African-Americans working as newspaper reporters and editors in 
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22 See Roberts and Klibanoff, The Race Beat.  
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Newspapers like The New York Times and the L.A. Times, with their white, 
middle-to-upper-class audiences, had generally ignored the situation in their cities’ 
ghettoes. But they realized in the early 1960s, as civil-rights activists began shifting their 
focus to the North, that the growing social unrest demanded attention. At the urging of 
managing editor Frank McCullough, the L.A. Times ran a six-part series on Mexican-
Americans in Los Angeles in February 1963, followed by a four-part series on African-
Americans in June 1963. The series on Mexican-Americans focused mainly on questions 
of culture and assimilation. The author, Ruben Salazar, addressed the problems of 
alienation, criminality, and disease in the Latino community, but he made little effort to 
explore their causes. There was no mention of discrimination in housing and 
employment, and no mention of complaints about unfair treatment from police and the 
courts.23  
Even this tame series, however, caused consternation at the paper. Years later, 
McCullough recalled that a group calling themselves the East Los Angeles Chamber of 
Commerce threatened to boycott the Times in response to the articles. Salazar 
investigated and discovered that the group consisted of “about two people,” according to 
McCullough, but nevertheless, “it scared the hell out the Times, this protest. [Editor-in-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 See six articles by Ruben Salazar in the Los Angeles Times: “Spanish-Speaking Angelenos: a Culture in 
Search of a Name,” February 24, 1963; “Leader Calls Effort to Aid Mexican-Americans a Failure,” 
February 25, 1963; “Serape Belt Occupies City’s Heart,” February 26, 1963; “Mexican-Americans Lack 
Political Power,” February 27, 1963; “Mexican-Americans Succeeding,” February 28, 1963; “Mexican-
Americans Have Culture Protected by 1848 U.S. Treaty,” March 1, 1963. Although Salazar later became a 
powerful advocate for the Chicano people, his political awakening had not occurred at this point and his 
views largely coincided with the views of L.A.’s affluent Anglo community. For more on Salazar’s 
odyssey, see the documentary Ruben Salazar: Man in the Middle (dir. Phillip Rodriguez, Public 
Broadcasting Service, 2014). 
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chief] Nick [Williams] said to me, ‘Hey, you’re not doing any more?’ I said, ‘Yeah, 
we’re doing two more, blacks and Jews.’ He said, ‘No, you’re not.’”24 Despite Williams’s 
opposition, the series on L.A.’s African-Americans, written by a white civil-rights 
reporter named Paul Weeks, went ahead. It may not have, except that the black 
community forced the paper’s hand on June 6, 1963, when a coalition of civil-rights 
groups led by the NAACP announced plans for a campaign of boycotts, sit-ins, and mass 
demonstrations to fight segregation and discrimination in Los Angeles County.25 
Compared to the series on Latinos, the series on African-Americans featured grievances 
more prominently—largely because African-American leaders and their allies were better 
organized and had existing relationships with the mainstream press. However, the series 
seems to have been scaled back from what McCullough initially envisioned. There were 
four articles instead of six, and they were shorter than the articles about Mexican-
Americans. Moreover, none of the four appeared on the front page, whereas all six 
articles in the earlier series had page-one placement.26 (The planned series on the Jews of 
Los Angeles, for whatever reason, did not appear.27)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 David Halberstam, notes from second interview of Frank McCullough for The Powers That Be, n.d. 
(circa 1976), David Halberstam Papers, box 193, folder 19, Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, 
Boston University. 
25 Paul Weeks, “Negroes to Press Civil Rights Here,” Los Angeles Times, June 5, 1963. 
26 Both series began on a Sunday. The first article in the Mexican-American series ran prominently on page 
1 of the second section, and the five subsequent articles ran on page 1 of the front section in the weekday 
paper. The first article in the African-American series ran on page 3 of the front section, and the three 
subsequent articles ran on page 2 of the front section. See four articles by Paul Weeks in the Los Angeles 
Times: “L.A. Integration Test Approaches,” June 23, 1963; “Housing Equality Major Negro Aim,” June 24, 
1963; “Law Enforcement Hit by Negroes,” June 25, 1963; “Two Concepts on Equality Offered,” June 26, 
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  The New York Times also decided to take a long, hard look at its home city’s 
racial problems in 1963. The paper assigned one of its three black reporters, Layhmond 
Robinson, to assess the mood of New York’s black community. His insightful, deeply 
reported article, published on page one, might have served as a wakeup call to many 
Times readers. The article’s sub-headline, which summarized it accurately, read, “Years 
of Resentment Find Outlet in Wave of Protests—‘Now-or-Never’ Feeling Sweeping 
Moderation Aside.”28 However, the paper undermined the article’s impact by pairing it 
with another the following day, this one exploring white New Yorkers’ responses to 
blacks’ increasing demands for equality. The prevailing view, this article implied, held 
that protests had “gone too far” and that “the new militancy…is doing the cause of Negro 
rights more harm than good.” The reporter, Charles Grutzner, dwelled on white 
complaints of reverse discrimination, mentioning, for instance, the “humorous” activities 
of a group called SPONGE—Society for the Prevention of Negroes Getting Everything.29 
Publishing these articles as a two-part series framed the issue of civil rights as one that 
affected blacks and whites equally; it created a rough—and false—equivalency between 
anti-black discrimination and alleged anti-white bias. 
But whatever the impact of isolated bits of reportage like the stories by Layhmond 
Robinson, Ruben Salazar, and Paul Weeks, they remained just that: isolated bits. The 
routine stories about minority communities focused on crime, gangs, and bloodshed. In 
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28 Layhmond Robinson, “New York’s Racial Unrest: Negroes’ Anger Mounting,” New York Times, August 
12, 1963.  
29 Charles Grutzner, “New York’s Racial Unrest: Whites Are of Two Minds,” New York Times, August 13, 
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many newspapers, crime stories identified non-white suspects by race, while adding no 
racial designation for white suspects—a practice that continued into the 1970s (although 
not at The New York Times or the L.A. Times).30 Newspapers reported on civil-rights 
groups’ activities, but often with little context about their grievances, and often with a 
disproportionate focus on extreme groups such as the Black Muslims. The 1968 Kerner 
Commission report highlighted the press’s failure to cover “the story of race relations in 
America…with the wisdom, sensitivity, and expertise it demands.” “They have not 
shown an understanding or appreciation of—and thus have not communicated—a sense 
of Negro culture, thought, or history,” the report charged. “Far too often, the press acts 
and talks about Negroes as if Negroes do not read the newspapers or watch television, 
give birth, marry, die, and go to PTA meetings.”31 
This kind of criticism stung. Shortly after the Kerner report’s publication, New 
York Times assistant managing editor Theodore Bernstein wrote a memo to the publisher 
and five senior editors, lamenting that “by far the largest number of news items 
concerning Negroes relate to…the black-white confrontation.” To remedy this, Bernstein 
advocated publishing positive stories about the black community in order to “make the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Newkirk, Within the Veil, 80. The New York Times had a policy in place since 1946 to not mention a 
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Private and Powerful Family Behind The New York Times (Boston: Little, Brown, 1999), 275-276. The Los 
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Negroes feel that they are part of the community in general and that we are paying 
attention to them.” He even suggested that the Times “relax its standards” of 
newsworthiness when it came to publishing such articles.32 While the editors rejected the 
notion of altering news standards, they did begin to “search harder for those meaningful 
stories,” according to metropolitan editor Arthur Gelb.33 On February 1, 1969, for 
example, the entire page of the “second front”—the first page of the second section, 
showcasing metropolitan news—was given over to a pair of positive articles about 
minority neighborhoods. In case readers failed to get the message, a box on the page 
read: 
From Watts in Los Angeles to Roxbury in Boston, communities in trouble are 
often viewed by outsiders as uniform in the economic, racial, and ethnic problems 
that give these communities their adverse images. But such general images tell 
only part of the story. In New York City, for example—in the predominantly 
black Bedford-Stuyvesant district of Brooklyn and in the largely Puerto Rican 
Mott Haven area of the Bronx—there are positive aspects of urban living often 
lost in blanket generalizations. 
 
The only “positive aspects,” these articles suggested, were enclaves of well-kept 
townhouses in otherwise decrepit areas. As an attempt to win over readers dissatisfied 
with the treatment of minority neighborhoods in The New York Times, however, this 
effort was pathetically clumsy. The article about an unexpectedly nice street in a largely 
Puerto Rican section of the Bronx noted that “the street’s residents are still mostly 
white,” and the concluding quote came from an Irish-American man who said, “Anyone 
who’s lived with Puerto Ricans knows the advances they’ve made. You either live with 
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them or you keep running, and you can’t run forever.”34 It may have been unintentional, 
but the piece conveyed the message that the best neighborhood was the neighborhood 
with the most whites. 
 Coverage of local minority communities in The New York Times began to 
improve dramatically in 1970, when Arthur Gelb asked Charlayne Hunter, a young black 
reporter who had been hired two years earlier, to establish a Harlem bureau. Hunter 
gladly accepted, viewing it as an opportunity to write “about people, not problems.”35 She 
had no trouble fulfilling that goal, turning in features about, for instance, a collector who 
had amassed 7,000 books on black literature and history, a Harlem radio host dedicated to 
improving her community, and the annual arrival of a convoy of trucks from Georgia to 
sell soul food on street corners.36  
 The Los Angeles Times compiled a similarly uneven record of covering the news 
from L.A.’s minority communities. Publisher Otis Chandler said in a 1969 interview, 
“We are going into the black community and doing enterprise stories, and trying to 
tell…the fact that there are people who are doing fine things in that community”—as 
examples, he mentioned stories about “a black dress shop in Watts, a foster mother in 
East Los Angeles.”37 Such articles could often come off as patronizing, however. A 
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prominently placed story from September 1967 described how a 23-year-old white 
housewife and model from Orange County, Harriet Goslins, was training eight young 
African-American women from Watts to become dental assistants. A worthy story, 
perhaps, but it reinforced the stereotype that under-educated inner-city residents needed 
help from benevolent white outsiders. It was accompanied by a large photo of Goslins, in 
a chic sleeveless dress, holding up a model of the mouth as seven African-American girls 
in white nurses’ uniforms dutifully look on.38 
 It may have been tricky for white journalists to write human-interest stories about 
people and communities of color, but covering the growing political militancy of 
minority groups presented an even greater challenge. The decision-makers at The New 
York Times and the Los Angeles Times held the typical view of most affluent, moderate-
to-liberal whites: their enthusiasm for the early, integrationist phase of the civil-rights 
movement turned to bewilderment and dismay as disenchanted young people embraced 
cultural nationalism, radical politics, and sometimes violence. Nothing brought out that 
bewilderment and dismay quite like the Black Power movement. Although Black Power 
advocates had many goals—improving conditions in inner-city communities, instilling a 
sense of cultural pride in African-Americans, ending racial discrimination in housing, 
education, and employment—their espousal of violence, to most white listeners, drowned 
out all other aspects of their message. As newspapers like The New York Times and the 
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Los Angeles Times reported, the militant leader Stokely Carmichael called for “armed 
struggle” by blacks in America, urging them to “pick up guns” and to “turn out and tear 
up the city.”39 Carmichael’s successor as head of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC—renamed the Student National Coordinating Committee in 1969), H. 
Rap Brown, repeatedly encouraged African-Americans to arm themselves and to “burn 
the country down.”40  
 Such remarks convinced Los Angeles Times editor-in-chief Nick Williams, that 
the likes of Carmichael and Brown were too extreme to even bother engaging. In a 1968 
memo to publisher Otis Chandler, he wrote, “We are NOT going to ‘save’ or cool the 
hysterically committed black—the Panthers, who WANT anarchy and WANT civil war. 
They’re crazy, and before it’s all over (long before) they’re either going to get killed or 
get terrified by the killing. God knows I don’t want that, even for people who say they 
instinctively hate me, BUT if they are determined on anarchy and mau-mau-ism they’re 
going to get it.”41 Williams, who had grown up in Virginia and Tennessee, admitted to a 
colleague in 1967 that earlier in life, “I was the complete product of my Southern 
background…. I intended to keep the White-Black stratification complete, as it had been 
since Negroes first became American slaves.”42 His outlook had changed dramatically 
from that time, but he still believed that major alterations in American society—like 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 “Carmichael Says the Time Has Come for Guns,” New York Times, April 13, 1968; “Carmichael Denies 
in Court that He Began Atlanta Riot,” New York Times, October 2, 1966; Eric Pace, “Carmichael Tells of 
Meeting Cleaver in Algiers,” New York Times, July 25, 1969. 
40 “Rap Brown Again Tells Negroes to Arm Selves,” Los Angeles Times, August 21, 1967; Earl Caldwell, 
“Rap Brown: A Tough Sentence,” New York Times, May 26, 1968. 
41 Nick Williams to Otis Chandler, March 7, 1968, Los Angeles Times Records, box 448, folder 15. 
42 Nick Williams to Robert D. Nelson, July 20, 1967, Los Angeles Times Records, box 444, folder 8. 
  
	  222 
major alterations at the L.A. Times—must occur gradually, and that radicalism was 
unacceptable. As he wrote to the paper’s top editors in 1969, “I am by no means opposed 
to any useful modifications of the ‘white, middle-class capitalistic’ structure of our 
society—but I am damned strongly opposed to any terroristic revolutionary progress to 
destroy it.” With that in mind, Williams said, the L.A. Times should be “very explicit” 
about the threat posed by the Black Panthers and similar groups, suggesting that the 
staff’s liberal sympathies had caused them to go soft on these radicals. “In our zeal to 
heal the racial breech [sic]—a zeal I share—we may on occasion have omitted some of 
the nastier bits about the Black Panthers, SNCC, BSU [Black Student Union], and so 
on.”43 
 But Williams alone could not shape the paper’s coverage, and the views of other 
decision-makers differed from his. National editor Ed Guthman, a former aide to Robert 
F. Kennedy, was keenly interested in the grievances of African-Americans, as was 
publisher Otis Chandler. The man most responsible for day-to-day coverage of black 
radicalism was metropolitan editor Bill Thomas, who laid out his views on the topic in a 
1968 speech to a group of mostly white college students. With the advent of “The black 
revolution,” he said,  
Arrogance and lack of reasonableness—and racism—will be coming more and 
more, now, from black to white, and it’s going to be tougher and tougher to take 
it. But one must stop and think how long the black man has been taking it, and 
how unreasonable it would be to expect him not to dish it out for a change. One 
must also stop and think, that while he has made progress in the last decade or so, 
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the Negro still has a long way to go. And despair and frustration quite humanly 
give way to rage when slight progress and continued promises bring the goal 
tantalizingly near, yet it never seems quite reachable.44 
 
Clearly, Thomas disliked black radicalism and considered it misguided, but he wanted to 
rationalize and comprehend it, instead of simply assailing it as baseless crazy talk. This 
attitude was apparent in some of the L.A. Times coverage. In late 1968, one of the paper’s 
few African-American reporters, William Drummond, managed to obtain a series of 
interviews with the essayist and Black Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver. The resulting 
profile of Cleaver appeared in the coveted “non-dupe” spot on the front page.45 While 
Drummond acknowledged Cleaver’s past as a rapist and quoted some of his incitements 
to violence, the article was fairly sympathetic; it attempted to explain Cleaver and his 
ideas, rather than to judge them. Drummond’s observations convey a deeper 
understanding of Black Power than readers could get from a brief story about the latest 
inflammatory speech. “So much of what Cleaver does in public is designed for effect,” 
Drummond wrote. The “fearsome Black Panther” persona was simply Cleaver’s means of 
appealing to young African-Americans and drawing attention to his ultimate cause—
“improving the conditions of his people.”46  
 This disconnect between rhetoric and reality among black radicals also struck 
some journalists at The New York Times. In 1968, metropolitan editor Abe Rosenthal and 
national editor Claude Sitton assigned a white reporter named Douglas Kneeland to speak 
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with various journalists and experts about “problems in our racial coverage.” Kneeland 
reported back that the main criticism, of the Times and other news organizations, 
concerned their failure to put events into perspective. “Too often, I am told, we confuse 
the symbol with the substance. Most people in the field agree, for instance, that we have 
done a disservice in the past by making it appear that the likes of Stokely, Rap, and the 
Black Panthers had the power to do the things they were threatening instead of making it 
clear that they were more a manifestation of a disorganized anger that certainly exists 
among black youth.”47 Shortly thereafter, Earl Caldwell began writing a series of deeply 
reported pieces about the Black Panthers and their activities in New York and 
California.48 Caldwell developed such good sources on the Panthers, in fact, that the FBI 
tried to pressure him to become an informant.49 
 However, higher-ups at The New York Times and the L.A. Times had reservations 
about giving prominent, meaningful coverage to the Black Power movement. Initially, 
they worried about the impact their coverage might have on society. Following the series 
of riots that marked the “long hot summer” of 1967, Senator Hugh Scott (a Pennsylvania 
Republican) suggested that TV networks bore some blame for the violence, because they 
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had broadcast snippets of inflammatory speeches from “such individuals as H. Rap 
Brown and Stokely Carmichael.”50 Editors at The New York Times believed this was a 
valid concern for newspapers as well, but as assistant managing editor Harrison Salisbury 
told executive editor Turner Catledge, “To fail to give due and objective attention to the 
demagogue, the agitator, the angry men, young and old, who are tossed up by the deep 
conflicts in our society is to evade a prime responsibility of the press.” He continued, 
“The fact that Stokely Carmichael’s ideas and those of The New York Times may be 
leagues apart does not relieve us of the responsibility for reporting what the Carmichaels, 
the Rap Browns and their ilk have to say and what effect it has on the community.”51 This 
belief—that on issues of great importance, the press’s duty to inform the public 
outweighs all other concerns—was widely held at prestige papers such as The New York 
Times and the L.A. Times, and invoking it was a sure way to prevail in any argument. 
 But even though civic responsibility was a prime concern, it was hardly the only 
one. As always, newspaper managers had to consider what readers wanted. In 1973, New 
York Times columnist and executive James “Scotty” Reston sent a memo to publisher 
Punch Sulzberger in which he expressed concern about the direction of the paper. 
“Obviously the problems of the city, the noisy minorities with their problems and 
criticisms of contemporary society, are news, but I wonder if we don’t over-cover them 
and give the impression that The Times is primarily interested in these all-out characters,” 
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Reston wrote. “Sometimes I think we are in danger of making [1972 Democratic 
presidential candidate] George McGovern’s mistake. He didn’t mean to get himself 
identified with the hairy young, abortion, amnesty, and the legalization of marijuana, but 
a helluva lot of people got the impression that these were his primary interests.”52 
 The New York Times had been fielding numerous complaints that it was too 
interested in, or too sympathetic toward, what Reston dismissively called “the noisy 
minorities.” A 1970 article about the black radical Angela Davis noted that she had been 
friends with the four girls killed in the infamous 1963 bombing of an African-American 
church in Birmingham, Alabama, which, as the Times reporter said, “helped shock the 
nation into realizing that blacks historically had been the victims of almost continuous 
violence. Seven years later the blacks were fighting back, and Angela Davis was with 
them.”53 Upon reading this article, the editor and publisher of the Tulsa Tribune wrote to 
New York Times associate editor Clifton Daniel deploring what he considered a lack of 
“balance”; he made a veiled threat to stop subscribing to the New York Times News 
Service (a major revenue stream for the Times) if this type of reporting continued.54 After 
consulting with other editors, Daniel defended the story, but complaints such as these 
likely had an impact. If nothing else, they allowed editors to feel they were occupying the 
middle ground between white reactionaries and black radicals—precisely where they 
wanted to be. 
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 Like Scotty Reston, the two top editors of the L.A. Times in the late 60s worried 
they might “over-cover” the issue of racial unrest and protest. Nick Williams, in a 1968 
memo to associate editor Jim Bellows about what kind of coverage he wanted in the 
paper’s feature section, said, “I think we have certainly done enough about [the racial or 
integration theme] in that section and have probably overdone [it] to some extent.”55 In a 
separate memo to Bellows a few months earlier, Williams had warned him not to have 
too many articles on “racial issues” in West, the paper’s Sunday magazine.56 Managing 
editor Frank Haven, one of the more conservative figures in the newsroom, felt even 
more strongly. In a memo addressed to “the publisher’s advisory committee,” he named 
as his number-one concern the “direction [and] thrust” of the paper, saying, “We must be 
cognizant of the growing number of readers we turn off” with “the social and political 
moralizing some of them charge we do to excess in the national area.” Specifically, 
Haven wrote, he feared that “the miles of words we have published on Southern 
segregation, the Negro problem in our area, the Mexican-Americans, the poor, to name a 
few well-beaten subjects, in all sections of The Times, haven’t been read by quite a few 
of our readers, and that many resist reading one more story on the subject.”57 
 Throughout the 1970s, the managers of the L.A. Times, New York Times, and 
other major newspapers struggled to find the proper balance in their coverage of race-
related topics. One year they might agree with Haven and Reston that such topics were 
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getting too much coverage, and the next year they might bemoan the lack of stories on 
such pressing problems. They also worried about the balance between negative and 
positive stories concerning communities of color. Much of the difficulty stemmed from 
the fact that newspaper managers remained overwhelmingly white. While the number of 
black journalists in newsrooms had increased dramatically since the mid-1960s, nearly all 
were reporters, not editors. The author of a 1979 Columbia Journalism Review article 
about minorities in American newspapers exaggerated only slightly when he wrote, 
“Nonwhites who hold newsroom jobs of real influence and authority can be ticked off on 
both hands, with several fingers left over.”58 The L.A. Times in particular was a laggard in 
the promotion of minority journalists to decision-making roles. An internal report noted 
that as of March 1978, the paper had zero minorities employed as “officials or managers 
in the editorial department.”59 The New York Times in the late 70s was only marginally 
better, with one African-American, Paul Delaney, holding an editor’s job.60 (Others had 
declined offers to move from writing to editing positions.61) 
As a result, the overall outlook and policies of newspapers changed little. As New 
York Times reporter Tom Johnson put it in a 1972 interview, “The Times generally still 
reflects the attitudes of the successful white American, and these attitudes are quite often 
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unresponsive or even antagonistic towards the needs and aspirations of minorities.”62 
Even as the contingent of black reporters at The New York Times grew, this sentiment 
remained. As reporter Gerald Fraser said bluntly in a 1979 interview, “When you view 
the hiring, the assignments, the promotions, and the product, there is a clear indication 
that the people who run the paper do not intend to acknowledge any sort of significant 
minority presence…. Essentially, they don’t want us around here, and they don’t want 
our viewpoints.”63 In 1974, a group of New York Times employees sued the paper for 
racial discrimination, but the plaintiffs all came from commercial departments outside the 
newsroom. As the suit dragged on, however, nearly all of the black journalists at the 
Times lined up against their employer. Even Roger Wilkins, a highly paid editorial writer 
who had close personal relationships with editor-in-chief Abe Rosenthal and publisher 
Punch Sulzberger, “got into the discrimination suit with fervor,” he later wrote, testifying 
about “deficiencies in [the paper’s] coverage of minority issues, its treatment of me and 
its handling of black talent.”64 The case was settled out of court in 1980, with the Times 
paying $685,000 and agreeing to implement an affirmative-action plan.  
In 1990, the Los Angeles Times published a four-part series by media reporter 
David Shaw on minorities and the press. “No matter how enlightened and well-meaning 
white editors may be,” Shaw wrote, “the press will not change its fundamental approach 
to covering minorities and routinely include them in the mainstream of the daily news 
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flow until there are many minority editors participating significantly in the decision-
making process.”65 Shaw’s own newspaper had performed even worse than most when it 
came diversifying its corps of senior editors. “The Times still has no high-ranking 
minority editor with any major decision-making power in the daily news operation,” he 
noted.66 
 Not only did minorities’ advancement in the newsroom stall after the mid-1970s, 
so did the drive to improve and expand coverage of minority communities. It did not 
necessarily go backward, but newspaper managers seemed to feel that the improvements 
they made in the 60s and early 70s were sufficient. Earl Caldwell, who covered race 
relations for The New York Times from 1967 to 1974, noted that when he joined the 
paper, “the story of race was exploding into the biggest story of all.” In the months after 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, he recalled, “there was a period when I had more 
front-page stories in the newspaper than anybody.”67 By the late 70s, however, stories 
about race had become a much lower priority. As New York Times reporter Gerald Fraser 
told the Columbia Journalism Review in 1979, “No one can succeed here as a reporter of 
black affairs because there is no interest in that subject.”68  
A 1979 article about the L.A. Times’ shortcomings focused largely on its 
lackluster coverage of minorities and their concerns. “The minority coverage here 
stinks,” said Austin Scott, one of the paper’s few black reporters. According to the editor 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 David Shaw, “What’s the News? White Editors Make the Call,” Los Angeles Times, December 13, 1990. 
66 David Shaw, “Amid L.A.’s Ethnic Mix, The Times Plays Catch-Up,” Los Angeles Times, December 14, 
1990. 
67 Earl Caldwell, interview with author, October 3, 2014. A search of the New York Times database on 
Proquest shows that Caldwell had seven page-one bylines between April 5 and May 3, 1968. 
68 Kotz, “The Minority Struggle,” CJR, March/April 1979, 28. 
  
	  231 
of the Los Angeles Sentinel, an African-American weekly, “People in the black 
community say the Los Angeles Times doesn’t give a damn about them.”69 Few cases 
illustrated this perception better than the story of Eula Love, a black woman killed by 
police in her front yard in January 1979. A gas-company employee said she assaulted him 
when he came to collect on an unpaid bill, and when the gasman returned with two police 
officers, Love was wielding a kitchen knife. The officers each emptied their revolvers, 
striking Love eight times. While the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner played the story as 
major news, the biggest story of the day, it warranted only a one-paragraph brief in the 
Times.70 The paper’s apparent disregard of the Eula Love story captured national 
attention, with the journalist Richard Reeves delivering a stern condemnation in Esquire: 
“the Times probably didn’t give a damn one way or the other about Eula Love, and 
assumed its readers didn’t either,” he charged.71 
Reeves’s assessment may have been overly harsh, but he was onto something. 
When a TV interviewer suggested to L.A. Times publisher Otis Chandler in 1978 that his 
paper did a poor job of covering minorities, Chandler responded, “I think that’s fair,” 
then admitted that he did not intend to address that shortcoming. Minority communities, 
he said, lacked the purchasing power to make them desirable to Times advertisers, and 
besides, “It’s not their kind of newspaper. It’s too big, it’s too stuffy, if you will, it’s too 
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complicated.”72 These remarks, suggesting that people of color were not smart or serious 
enough to read the Times, provoked a flood of angry letters accusing Chandler of racism. 
In his form-letter response, Chandler denied the charge of racism but stood by his 
statement.73 
The New York Times expanded its coverage in several ways in the mid-to-late 
1970s, but none of them would likely increase its appeal in minority communities. The 
new lifestyle sections that the paper introduced targeted affluent, mainly white 
suburbanites.74 So did the new “regional weeklies,” Sunday supplements with news about 
the well-to-do suburbs around New York City. The paper’s original suburban section, 
launched in 1971, was BQLI, covering Brooklyn, Queens, and Long Island. In 1975, the 
editors decided to drop the more racially and socio-economically diverse communities of 
Brooklyn and Queens and focus exclusively on Long Island. In 1977, The New York 
Times created new Sunday sections devoted to Westchester County, New York, and 
Fairfield County, Connecticut, wealthy areas north of the city. The paper explicitly 
targeted “upscale” readers, conducting surveys to discover what interested them and what 
did not. The report about what to cover in Bridgeport, Connecticut, which contained a 
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“very desirable shopping plaza” and “undesirable industrial” area, is instructive: 
“Bridgeport shopping is important news; the rest of Bridgeport is not.”75  
At The New York Times and the L.A. Times alike, financial considerations led 
management to scale back minority coverage in the 1970s. The need to cater to readers—
in particular affluent suburbanites—outweighed all other concerns, and editors believed 
that their target audience did not care to read about police killings in the inner city or 
about the goings-on in “undesirable” parts of town. They had not necessarily believed 
this a decade earlier. In 1968, Nick Williams acknowledged that the white middle class 
constituted his paper’s main audience, but he argued that “we are serving the interests of 
that middle class when we tell them precisely what the Negroes and the Mexican-
Americans think and are doing.”76 In part, this logic implies that minorities matter only in 
that they might pose a threat to white-dominated social order (the man to whom Williams 
was writing evidently had some racist views, so Williams may have been emphasizing 
this argument in order to sway him). But interpreted another way, it implies that all 
Americans, regardless of their race, should care about the race story because it was 
simply so important. By the late 70s, few editors at major newspapers shared that 
conviction. White liberals’ enthusiasm for fundamental social change had waned; 
suburbanites, their numbers increased due to white flight, could ignore the turmoil in the 
depressed inner city; the charismatic, headline-grabbing leaders of the 1960s and early 
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70s (such as Martin Luther King Jr., Huey Newton, and Angela Davis) had died or faded 
from the scene.77 The priority that newspapers placed on coverage of inner-city minority 
communities shifted accordingly. The downgrading of minority coverage was primarily a 
business decision—perhaps an inevitable one for papers that were shedding readers and 
advertisers, like The New York Times—but that did not mitigate the disappointment of 
those who hoped for more complete, prominent coverage of the country’s most 
intractable social problem. 
***** 
The racism of most newsrooms prior to the 1960s was essentially passive. There 
was little animosity toward minority journalists or minority communities; managers 
simply did not hire those journalists or cover those communities. By contrast, the sexism 
of the press was active. Newspapers hired women, but those who managed to avoid the 
secretarial pool were generally restricted to working on the women’s pages, covering 
topics in which most male journalists had no interest, like homemaking, fashion, and 
parties. The main news pages, produced almost entirely by men, reflected the reigning 
societal assumption of male superiority. Women rarely appeared, and when they did, they 
were depicted in demeaning, stereotypical ways.78 
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The New York Times may have been slightly better than most news organizations 
in its treatment of women. One female journalist, Anne O’Hare McCormick, earned the 
chance to be a foreign correspondent for the paper in the 1920s and proved herself a 
tremendous talent; she became a foreign-affairs columnist, won the Pulitzer Prize, and 
got appointed to the New York Times editorial board (the only woman to do so until the 
1970s). McCormick’s experience was the exception to the rule, however. Until the 1960s, 
men held nearly every other job outside of the women’s-news department.  
Befitting the Los Angeles Times’s reputation before 1960 as one of the country’s 
most reactionary papers, its newsroom atmosphere was especially misogynistic. Nick 
Williams’s predecessor as editor-in-chief, L. D. Hotchkiss, “vowed that a woman reporter 
would never sit at his city desk, but at the same time a female clerk or typist could not 
pass through the newsroom without being fondled,” according to author Dennis 
McDougal.79 Even as Williams and Otis Chandler began transforming the Times into a 
top-quality newspaper in the early 1960s, the reporting staff (apart from the women’s 
pages) remained exclusively male. The gender barrier in the city room did not fall until 
1964, when Dorothy Townsend got transferred from the women’s section to local news 
after years of persistent requests.80  
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The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited employment discrimination on the basis 
of sex as well as race, but while editors scrambled to address their lack of black reporters, 
there was no equivalent move to hire women or to allow them an alternative to the 
women’s-section ghetto. A 1965 memo from New York Times assistant managing editor 
Harrison Salisbury to his boss exemplifies management’s attitude toward female hiring. 
In a conversation with the paper’s photo editor, Salisbury wrote, “I asked whether he’d 
ever considered a gal fotog. He said no. I said why not have one, equipt with tight-belted 
trenchcoat, long blonde hair and a scooter and three floppy cameras hung around the 
neck. He seemed rather dazzled by the notion. I don’t see what special good this gal 
would be, but I see no reason why we should not explore the field and see if there might 
not be a plus for us there.”81 This passed for forward thinking at the time (but it did not 
result in the hiring of any female photographers).  
The following year, The Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors 
published a survey of editors on the question of why they had so few women in their 
newsrooms. In contrast to the embarrassment and regret Abe Rosenthal expressed when 
asked about his staff’s lack of black reporters in 1965, these editors brushed off the 
question of women’s underrepresentation with unapologetic sexism. One editor attributed 
his paper’s “troubles with women” to their menstrual phases. Another wrote that the only 
women generally found in his newsroom were summer interns, “but these lovelies are 
gone before our men…have a chance to ask them what time they get off and what they 
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are doing this evening.” A third griped that most women journalists “shudder when you 
suggest they might want to work on pages designed for them” (the women’s pages). The 
Bulletin also included a box labeled “Ten Commandments for Dealing with Women 
Employees,” which reminded newspapermen that women are insecure, fearful, 
temperamental, vindictive, and in need of constant praise.82 There was little danger that 
women might read this material and take issue with it, because the membership of the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors remained almost exclusively male.83 
The number of female reporters working outside of the women’s section began to 
creep up in the late 1960s as the feminist movement gained strength. By the end of the 
decade, The New York Times had women writing for every section of the paper, including 
prestigious assignments like Washington and Saigon. The Los Angeles Times in 1967 
hired for its metropolitan staff Linda Mathews, who had been the first female managing 
editor of the Harvard Crimson, and she began writing major, substantive stories almost 
immediately. In 1969, Marlene Cimons became the first woman reporter in the paper’s 
Washington bureau. But despite these superficial indications of progress, sexism 
remained firmly entrenched. Neither paper had any female editors outside of the 
women’s section; The New York Times reportedly had an explicit policy in the 1960s that 
no woman would ever become an editor.84 Women at both papers often got passed over 
for choice assignments and pigeonholed into covering “soft” stories. Marlene Cimons, for 
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instance, wanted to write “substantive, serious” articles from Washington, but her brief 
was to cover social life. She managed to write about other topics occasionally, and 
showed her aptitude for it, but despite repeated requests, it took 10 years for her to get 
transferred off the party beat.85 Black reporters often found themselves in similar 
situations in the 1960s, assigned only to race-related stories. Explaining why he quit The 
New York Times in 1965, Theodore Jones wrote, “[I] decided that there was little chance 
of becoming anything more than a black reporter covering black-oriented events for the 
newspaper.”86 
Like minorities, women journalists engaged in two parallel struggles: they fought 
job discrimination in the newsroom and sexism in news coverage. At the start in the 
1970s, newswomen began to actively challenge their bosses on both fronts. By this time 
the feminist movement had, in the parlance of the times, raised the women’s collective 
consciousness: they were more aware of sexism and more aware of their ability to fight it, 
especially after female staffers at Newsweek sued their employers for discrimination in 
1970.87 Moreover, their numbers had increased to the point that they constituted a critical 
mass that could band together and demand that management address their grievances.  
According to the United States census, women accounted for 36.5 percent of 
reporters and editors in 1960, 40.4 percent in 1970, and 49.0 percent in 1980. These are 
far greater numbers than for female engineers (0.8 percent in 1960, 1.7 percent in 1970, 
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4.6 percent in 1980), female lawyers and judges (3.4 percent in 1960, 4.8 percent in 1970, 
13.8 percent in 1980), or female social scientists (24.9 percent in 1960, 18.6 percent in 
1970, 37.2 percent in 1980).88 The census figures can be misleading, however, because 
they include editors and reporters at magazines (many of which were special-interest 
women’s magazines) and those in newspapers’ women’s sections. A survey of 15 daily 
newspapers of varying circulation in 1979 found their newsrooms comprised 36.2 percent 
women, on average—compared to 29.3 percent in 1974.89 But the more consequential 
shift is harder to measure: the increasing number of women working outside of the 
fashion, family, or society pages. Although the shift began in the mid-1960s, it was a 
slow, halting process that failed to meet the expectations of most female journalists. 
The frustrations of women at The New York Times had been simmering for years. 
In July 1969, in an announcement about several upper-level promotions at the paper, 
Punch Sulzberger gushed about the “wealth of young talent” on staff, “younger men” 
with the capacity to lead the organization into the future. Grace Glueck, an art reporter, 
found the lack of any mention of women upsetting, and she wrote a short letter to 
Sulzberger telling him so.90 The publisher responded the very next day, informing Glueck 
that her point was well taken and that he would consult with “key management 
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executives” about it.91 Two and a half years passed, however, and there was no follow-up 
from Sulzberger or anyone else. Several women in the newsroom began to secretly 
organize into a caucus, and in May 1972, they sent a five-page letter to Sulzberger and 
other top company executives. Noting the lack of female editors and executives, the 
group wrote, “We feel the Times is and always has been remiss in seeing that women 
employees reach positions in the vital decision-making areas of the paper.” They also 
noted that women were generally paid less than men with similar credentials doing 
similar work, and that “in the area of job expectations, men are encouraged to think in 
terms of larger goals by virtue of the better assignments and promises of promotion given 
to many. We feel that few executives seriously entertain the idea that women should have 
access to the varied experiences that would equip them for executive responsibilities.” In 
closing, they urged the Times to adopt an affirmative action policy that would rectify 
inequities in pay, hiring, and promotion.92 
Several meetings between New York Times management and the women’s caucus 
followed, but management, while conceding the validity of the caucus’s points and 
promising to improve the situation of women at the paper, refused to commit to any 
specific steps. In a January 1973 memo to all company employees, Punch Sulzberger 
wrote, “I wish now to state our strong conviction that women must be treated as well as 
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men at every level of The Times.”93 These words did not translate into action, however. 
As one of the caucus leaders, foreign desk copy editor Betsy Wade, recalled, there was 
“plenty of sweet talk to our faces and carrying on just the same behind our backs.”94 The 
company resisted providing figures about male-female salary differentials, but the bits of 
data that the caucus’s lawyers managed to wring out of the Times hinted at gross 
inequities. In November 1974, they took their case to U.S. District Court.95 A bitter legal 
battle raged for the next four years. Abe Rosenthal accused the plaintiffs of being biased, 
mentally unstable, or simply poor journalists (to justify their lower pay and lack or 
promotion). The women’s caucus dredged up embarrassing memos in which male editors 
made demeaning references to female employees’ looks and spoke frankly about their 
discriminatory practices (“What does she look like?” asked one editor of a prospective 
female hire. Twiggy? Lynn Redgrave? Perhaps you ought to send over her vital statistics, 
or picture in a bikini”; one woman’s supervisor wrote on her personnel evaluation, “I 
would make her my first assistant if she were a man”).96 The case was settled in 1978, 
with the Times agreeing to pay $350,000 and to carry out, under court decree, an 
aggressive affirmative-action plan.97  
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The women’s push for equal treatment in the newsroom occurred as they 
simultaneously pushed to eliminate sexism in news coverage. In June 1972, a month after 
the women’s caucus’s initial letter to Sulzberger, Betsy Wade sent a three-page memo to 
editor-in-chief Abe Rosenthal with recommendations for how to avoid sexist language 
(examples: do not refer to adult women as “girls”; do not treat women “as livestock” by 
focusing on their physical attractiveness; if a woman is a physician or a Ph.D., call her as 
“Dr.,” not “Miss” or “Mrs.”).98 Rosenthal had been hearing similar messages from 
outside the paper. Also in June 1972, he met with a group from the National Organization 
for Women (NOW), which presented him with a 40-page report on how to achieve 
“better representation of women in The New York Times.” It emphasized the same points 
as Wade’s memo, along with many others, all supported by clippings from the Times with 
the objectionable passages underlined in red.99  
The NOW report opened Rosenthal’s eyes to the pervasiveness of anti-feminist 
language in the paper. Although he had previously acknowledged that sexist passages 
occasionally made it into print, he considered them regrettable but rare missteps.100 Being 
presented with such comprehensive evidence of sexism forced him to concede that a 
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systemic problem existed. He sent a copy of the report to all the senior editors, asking 
them to “please make notes of those usages and customs in The Times that you agree 
should be changed.” In a memo to three other news executives, Rosenthal admitted that 
he was “surprised” by NOW’s findings and was moved to find “methods of eliminating 
some of the distasteful usages that this study reveals.”101 Two weeks later, Rosenthal 
noticed that an article about the Wimbledon tennis tournament referred to “America’s 
three top-ranked girls.” He sent a note to the sports editor: “I don’t belong to NOW but I 
do think they have some significant points and that writers, including and perhaps 
particularly in sports, tend to downgrade women by the words they use. Those weren’t 
girls, they were women. Please get the word around.”102 Rosenthal’s sensitivity to sexism 
went only so far, however. He objected to the world “girls” being applied to professional 
athletes but made no comment on the article’s very next sentence, which said that during 
a quarterfinal match the defending Wimbledon champion Evonne Goolagong was “as 
unconcerned as if she were skipping rope”—an infantilizing, gendered description.103  
After Rosenthal’s “fascinating discussion” with NOW, he told one letter writer, 
“we have changed many of our usages and, hopefully, become more attentive to the 
whole subject” of “the dignity of women.”104 On several occasions between 1972 and 
1974, he directed senior editors to eliminate sexist usages when they came to his 
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attention.105 As he wrote to a feminist critic in 1974, “my consciousness has indeed risen 
about feminism, and privately and publicly I give full credit to the people I know in the 
feminist movement and to the movement itself.”106 There were strict limits to Rosenthal’s 
feminism, however, and his battle with the women’s caucus seemingly hardened his 
views. In August 1973, ten female staffers, among them several leaders of the caucus, 
posted an open letter to Rosenthal on an office bulletin board protesting a Times article 
about women traffic cops that they deemed “a totally offensive put-down of women.”107 
Although the article’s sexism is fairly blatant, Rosenthal decided not to reply to the letter; 
he viewed any public badmouthing of the Times as a personal insult and a sign of 
disloyalty.108 
Rosenthal was at his most unyielding when it came to the term “Ms.,” which he 
refused to allow in the pages of The New York Times. If a man named John Jones was 
quoted or described, he would be referred to initially by his full name, then as “Mr. 
Jones” in any subsequent mentions. But Times policy, like that of many newspapers, 
called for Jane Jones to be identified as either “Miss Jones” or “Mrs. Jones” on the 
second mention. This required reporters to ask women about their marital status although 
in most cases it was completely irrelevant to the article. If a woman asked to be referred 
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to as Ms., the Times would not honor that request. In a letter to one such woman (a 
lawyer involved in a case about which the paper had written), Rosenthal explained the 
reasoning behind this policy. If the Times used Ms. for women who preferred that term, 
he said, “we would be duty bound to refer to everybody by any honorific he or she 
chose,” which would quickly “reach the point of absurdity.”109 
Rosenthal’s dubious logic regarding the use of Ms. did not convince most 
feminists. In fact, the paper’s position on honorifics helped fuel the women’s caucus. As 
Grace Glueck later wrote, “How [the caucus] got started was that in 1972 Grace 
Lichtenstein was kvetching about the fact that the Times would not permit the use of the 
title Ms. in the paper. Several of us…got to thinking that this style rigidity was 
symptomatic of more basic problems.”110 Others felt even more strongly. In March 1974, 
a coalition of women’s groups picketed the New York Times building to protest the 
paper’s “refusal to respect women by using the designation Ms. when requested.”111 In 
his stand against Ms., Rosenthal had a strong ally in Times publisher Punch Sulzberger. 
Responding in 1974 to one of the many letters calling for his paper to allow the use of 
Ms., Sulzberger wrote, “Mr., Mrs., and Miss, old-fashioned, if you will, are, in our 
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judgment, terms of respect that civilized people across the world understand. We feel no 
need to scrap them in favor of Ms.” As if to underline his contempt, Sulzberger addressed 
his correspondent as “Miss Martinez” although her letter to him had been signed “Ms. 
Barbara Fultz Martinez.”112 That same day, Sulzberger sent a memo to his staff 
reminding them not to use Ms. when addressing their outgoing mail. “It is NOT repeat 
NOT The New York Times style,” he wrote.113 In the face of such obstinacy, complaints 
continued for years to come, until Rosenthal in 1986 finally relented and allowed the use 
of Ms., explaining in a note to readers that it had, in his judgment, “passed sufficiently 
into the language to be accepted as common usage.”114  
News organizations throughout the country wrestled with the question of 
honorifics in the 1970s. Many dropped them altogether; others allowed Miss, Mrs., or 
Ms. depending on the person’s preference; and others, like The New York Times, 
continued to insist on Miss or Mrs. The Los Angeles Times went back and forth. The 
editors stopped using honorifics in 1975 but reinstated them a year later. According to 
managing editor Frank Haven, when a woman killed in a car crash was referred to by last 
name only, “there was a feeling it was improper.”115 There was no ban on the term “Ms.,” 
however, and by the early 1980s, most courtesy titles had once again disappeared from 
the paper.116 In contrast to the heated debates that occurred at The New York Times, 
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Haven claimed to be unaware of any complaints stemming from the L.A. Times decision 
to reinstate honorifics in the mid-70s.117 Nor did the issue gain much traction in the 
newsroom. Barbara Saltzman, one of two female copy editors for the View section in the 
70s, recalled telling her male colleagues that the paper should stop referring to women as 
Mrs. or Miss; they dismissed the idea and, as a joke, began referring to her as 
“Saltzperson.”118 
Nevertheless, women at the L.A. Times were determined to be taken seriously. In 
1972, a group of female Los Angeles journalists joined with NOW to file a complaint 
with the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) of California, arguing that the 
Times discriminated against women and non-whites in hiring, promotion, and pay.119 As 
the FEPC investigated, women in the newsroom organized a caucus to negotiate with 
management. They met with editor-in-chief Bill Thomas and other executives several 
times in 1974, pairing their grievances about employment discrimination with their 
objections to discriminatory treatment of women in news coverage. The L.A. Times, they 
charged, was run like an old-boys club, with male editors promoting and giving raises to 
their friends while passing over the talented women with whom they did not have close 
relationships. Hoping to end that practice, the women’s caucus demanded that job 
openings be posted publicly so that all company employees would have a shot at them. 
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They also wanted to see salary figures to determine whether or not women were being 
paid less than men in similar positions.120 
Los Angeles Times management took the women’s caucus seriously, wishing to 
avoid the kind of lawsuit that had shaken and embarrassed Newsweek, The New York 
Times, and several other major news organizations. They promised that future job 
openings would be posted on bulletin boards in all L.A. Times offices, and after some 
foot-dragging, they agreed to share certain data on salaries.121 Management found its 
position bolstered in May 1975, when the FEPC reported the findings of its investigation. 
The paper had made great strides in hiring women since 1971, the report said, and it 
found no evidence of sex discrimination in salaries. “I am confident that the Los Angeles 
Times is sincere in its desire to cooperate with the Women’s Caucus and in its desire to 
expand employment opportunities for females in the Editorial Department,” wrote the 
FEPC’s affirmative action administrator.122 The women’s caucus fizzled out shortly 
thereafter, partly because some members feared their involvement might hurt their 
careers at a time when many newspapers were cutting jobs.123 
For the next decade, however, L.A. Times women continued to feel that the senior 
editors favored men. In 1987, 47 of the paper’s female editors and copy editors sent a 
letter to publisher Tom Johnson, telling him, “Most women at the Times work as 
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assistants and deputies to men and wonder if there is any opportunity for advancement.” 
No women, they noted, attended the daily news conference at which editors determined 
the makeup of the front page. In addition, the requirement that job opportunities be 
posted had become meaningless, the women’s letter charged—sometimes editors 
flagrantly ignored it, and sometimes they posted the job only after they had picked a 
candidate privately.124 Six of the letter’s signers met with Bill Thomas a few weeks later 
to discuss their concerns. Although the complaints about hiring and promotion echoed 
those of the previous decade, this time there was no mention of pay inequities or 
demeaning references to women in the news pages; nor was there any reference to 
attorneys or the possibility of a lawsuit, as there had been in 1974.125 
At The New York Times, too, allegations of sexism continued well into the 1980s. 
When Max Frankel succeeded Abe Rosenthal as editor-in-chief in 1986, the paper still 
had no women as news executives or editors of the main news desks (metro, foreign, 
national, and business). Women’s ascension into the editor ranks had been so slow that 
“none were even in line” to head those desks, according to Frankel.126 And gender-based 
disparities in pay still occurred, as reporter Leslie Bennetts learned in 1987 after she 
became engaged to one of her colleagues on the culture desk. Although she had 
considerably more experience and seniority than her fiancé, his salary was 25 percent 
higher. When the paper refused to increase her pay to match his, she quit to accept a 
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(much better-paying) job writing for Vanity Fair.127 Punch Sulzberger’s son, Arthur Jr., 
remarked in the mid-80s that the Times was “just miserable to women,” something he 
was determined to change when he became publisher in 1993.128  
***** 
The press’s traditionally dismal treatment of minorities and women in 
employment improved considerably in the 1960s and 70s, but it still fell well short of 
equality. Although newspaper managers acknowledged the need to integrate women and 
minorities more fully into their staffs, they conceived of these two groups differently. 
They considered the lack of minorities serious and difficult to rectify, while they 
considered the lack of women trivial and far easier to address. As a result, they 
mishandled both groups. Because they believed integrating minorities to be so difficult, 
they often treated them as the “other” and made them feel unwanted. Because they failed 
to recognize the extent of the discrimination women faced, they did not go far enough to 
root it out. The New York Times serves as a prime example of this dynamic. 
A pair of memos Abe Rosenthal sent in the early 1970s illustrate how his views 
on minority journalists diverged from his views on women journalists. In 1971, he wrote 
to Scotty Reston, “By hook or by crook we are going to get more blacks on the paper 
because we need them…. There are not many first-rate ones around yet because this 
business was for so long exclusionary.”129 The following year, he had a tepid response to 
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a proposed affirmative action plan for women at The New York Times. The plan focused 
on areas “where we are already doing fairly well,” he said, and he took issue with a 
suggestion that the paper step up its efforts to find qualified women reporters. “If we 
were able to hire as many reporters as we wanted, believe me, we would find no problem 
at all in getting totally qualified women in virtually every field. The country is full of 
them.”130 Talented black journalists, in this view, were rarities to be sought out actively, 
while talented female journalists abounded and would eventually succeed without any 
special measures being taken by management. 
Many newspapers created special training programs for minority journalists to 
address the perceived lack of qualified candidates. The New York Times in 1972 
discussed taking two or three black employees who worked outside the newsroom and 
training them to become copy editors.131 The Los Angeles Times in 1983 created a 
Minority Editorial Training Program (METPRO), in which minority college students and 
recent graduates spent a year at the paper taking courses and learning the basics of 
reporting; this training was intended to prepare them for a job at the L.A. Times or other 
leading news organizations.132 Programs such as these, well-intentioned though they 
might be, smacked of paternalism and conveyed the impression that minorities were not 
naturally fit for the newsroom. As a 1979 article about race in journalism stated, 
“Minority reporters are especially sensitive to the implication that all of them, 
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irrespective of talent or experience, need special handling in order to compete.”133 
Indeed, some white journalists intimated that their black colleagues had been hired 
because of their race and not their ability. Gerald Boyd, who joined the New York Times 
Washington bureau in 1981, recalled one senior editor welcoming him by saying, “I 
really enjoyed your clips. They’re so well-written. Did you write them yourself or did 
someone write them for you?”134 
Women might also have their abilities questioned, but they were more likely to 
have their grievances dismissed as overblown. The glacial progress in promoting women 
to editorial decision-making positions demonstrated management’s belief that there was 
no systemic problem and that the imbalance would fix itself over time. Despite the slew 
of gender-discrimination lawsuits against news organizations, in 1975 the newspaper 
industry’s premier trade publication still found it acceptable to ridicule women seeking 
equal opportunity in in journalism. That year the Bulletin of the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors had a male journalist contribute a dispatch from an event billed as the 
National Conference on Women in the Media. He concluded his tongue-in-cheek article 
by writing, “It is my solemn and onerous duty to report that it looks as if the good times 
are over. The day is coming, if it is not already here, when it may be impossible for a 
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hiring editor to look at a chick just out of journalism school and only see a pair of 
boobs.”135 
By the end of the 1970s, women and minorities alike continued to face unequal 
treatment in the newsroom, but women were on their way to far greater integration and 
influence. In large part that was a result of simple demographics. As the L.A. Times 1973 
affirmative-action policy stated, they wished “to achieve a level of minority and female 
employment in parity with the work force in the combined Los Angeles and Orange 
County area.”136 Most other newspapers had similar goals, and pursuing them ensured 
that women would constitute a far greater proportion of newsroom staff than minorities; 
their perspective would become impossible to ignore, and they would be less likely to 
feel alienated from the rest of the staff.137 
 Women would have far fewer complaints about news coverage by the end of the 
70s than they had at the beginning of the decade. The most frequent complaint concerned 
story placement: articles about the women’s movement and individual women’s 
achievements sometimes appeared in lifestyle sections rather than in what were 
considered “hard news” sections, like main news and business.138 This was a valid point, 
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especially as it applied to strictly political stories, such as a report on the National 
Women’s Conference that appeared, as one reader put it, “juxtaposed between the 
blithering Bianca Jagger and a dippy bunch of ‘tennis mothers.’”139 But articles 
pertaining to women appeared throughout the paper, rather than being strictly confined to 
one section as in the past. Moreover, stories generally got better display and more space 
in the View section of the L.A. Times or the Family/Style section of The New York Times 
than they would get on an inner page of the main news section.140 As the View editor 
Jean Sharley Taylor wrote to one disgruntled reader in 1979, “View has not been a social 
section for a long, long time, and its coverage of human and economic trends—of interest 
to both men and women—has consistently been ahead of the best in the country.”141 
Responding to a fellow journalist who objected to an article about prominent women 
writers appearing on the Family/Style page, Abe Rosenthal explained that if the 
Family/Style page were to present “important stories on important subjects,” it would 
have to include stories that could fit just as easily into other sections of the paper. To 
limit the page “news of the home and fashion” would be “to go backward 
journalistically,” he said.142  
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With this explanation, Rosenthal implied that a double standard still existed for 
judging a new story’s importance: while some news related to women went in the main 
news sections and some in the renamed, revamped women’s section, all news related to 
men went in the main news sections. Compared to the sexist practices of earlier years, 
however, that double standard was relatively benign. In an indication of how much had 
changed since the press’s mocking treatment of the 1968 Miss America protests a decade 
earlier, NOW co-founder Betty Friedan wrote to Abe Rosenthal to praise The New York 
Times’ coverage of the 1978 Equal Rights Amendment campaign. She voiced her 
approval that “it started on the front page and continued on the news page[s] every single 
day—just like serious political news about men.”143 
Providing quality coverage of issues that male editors had previously ignored or 
consigned to the women’s pages came easily. After all, that fit in with the goals of 
making news coverage relevant to readers’ daily lives and focusing on “soft” topics such 
as lifestyle trends, the family, health, ideas, and profiles. Providing quality coverage of 
poor, inner-city communities, on the other hand—something about which many minority 
journalists felt strongly—was much harder. Given the crisis facing most major cities in 
the 70s, stories about crime, hopelessness, and despair stood out, resulting in an 
overwhelmingly negative portrayal of communities of color.144 This troubled black 
journalists such as Robert Maynard, who had worked at The Washington Post and later 
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became editor and publisher of the Oakland Tribune. “What we now seek is portrayals of 
our communities as places inhabited by real people, not pathological fragments,” he 
explained in 1979.145 Perhaps the prototypical example of a pathological fragment came 
in 1980, when The Washington Post published a story by Janet Cooke titled “Jimmy’s 
World,” about an eight-year-old heroin addict living in Southeast Washington, DC. The 
article, full of stereotypical depictions of black pathology, won the Pulitzer Prize. It was 
later revealed to have been a fabrication—Jimmy did not exist.146 
Despite debacles such as “Jimmy’s World,” the efforts of women and minorities 
in the 1960s and 70s led to major improvements in the press by 1980. Most newspapers 
became more inclusive in their employment practices and more sophisticated, sensitive, 
and fair in their coverage of groups and issues they had previously ignored or belittled. A 
month before The Washington Post published “Jimmy’s World,” the Los Angeles Times 
published an exhaustively reported, three-week-long series on life in Watts, 15 years after 
the deadly riots that made it a household word. The articles discussed the neighborhood’s 
problems with frankness and sensitivity, while also calling attention to some hopeful 
developments. It was an ambitious and impressively executed project, reported and 
written by white, black, and Latino journalists.147 Although it went unrecognized by the 
Pulitzer Prize committee, it outshines by any measure the 1965 L.A. Times series on 
Watts after the riots, which earned the paper a Pulitzer. The fact that the 1965 series won 
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a Pulitzer while the 1980 series was not even a finalist indicates the extent to which 
newspaper journalism in general, and reporting on race and poverty in particular, had 
improved during those 15 years. But the changes in attitudes toward women and 
minorities did not occur in isolation. As the next chapter will show, they were linked to 
broader changes in journalists’ political beliefs and professional ideals that transformed 
the relationship between the press and the country’s most powerful institutions.
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Chapter 6 
 
The Press and the Powerful: from Allies to Adversaries 
 
“We are living in a time of revolution,” Los Angeles Times publisher Otis 
Chandler told a conference of his company’s executives in May 1969. “You can go right 
down the list,” he said: race, student unrest, riots, crime, pollution, wars, poverty, 
corruption. “It is a very difficult time to be in this business of reporting news, because 
people do not tend to agree with what you are saying to them. They don’t want to hear 
the bad news.”1  
But it was not simply the tumultuous events of the day that made reporting so 
difficult; changes in journalists’ practices and beliefs created a host of challenges that the 
press had not faced in previous generations. The first set of changes predated the 
“revolution” that Otis Chandler mentioned. During the early-to-mid 1960s, interpretive 
reporting became a central component of news coverage, transforming the reporter from 
stenographer to analyst. News articles would increasingly include the reporter’s 
judgments about controversial issues, in addition to quotes and background information.2 
The second set of changes resulted from the revolutionary climate of the late 60s and 
early 70s. Even those journalists who remained wary of the era’s radical movements 
recognized some truth in their critiques: the injustice of the Vietnam War, the systemic 
nature of racism and poverty, the self-interest and sometimes corruption of America’s 
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corporate and political class. These realizations led to a more skeptical, adversarial 
approach to news coverage.  
Moreover, many journalists were swept up in the movements to remake American 
society, and their passion helped pull the entire profession to the left. News professionals 
following the precepts of objectivity tend to seek out a centrist position.3 But in a 
newsroom where the main ideological division was between Cold War liberals and 
adherents of the New Left, the center could appear significantly to the left of what the 
country at large would consider the middle of the road. Journalists understood, of course, 
that the newsroom was not a microcosm of the nation, but even if they tried to correct for 
the political leanings of themselves and their colleagues, the views of the Silent Majority 
rarely merited the same respect as the views of the left. For one thing, leftist views 
seemed more newsworthy: calls for reshaping American society from colorful 
provocateurs made for better copy than calls for law and order or lower taxes from local 
chambers of commerce. (This would begin to change in the late 1970s, as the New Right 
adopted more effective media tactics.) Plus, newspapers worried greatly about failing to 
attract young readers, and because they believed the educated youth to be 
overwhelmingly leftist, they wished to treat such ideas respectfully.   
Vice President Spiro Agnew, in his speeches denouncing the news media in 1969 
and 1970, suggested that journalists had adopted the anti-establishment attitude of the era. 
He had a point. They were more likely than in previous decades to challenge the White 
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House, to write critically about powerful institutions, and to publicize the views of 
dissenters. They were, in some ways, imbued with the spirit of 1968, a year of protests, 
upheaval, and idealism. But to label this attitudinal shift “liberal bias,” as Agnew did and 
as many others have done, oversimplifies the issue. It suggests journalists are driven by a 
partisan agenda—that they treat conservatives and their causes harshly while treating 
liberals and their causes gently, with the goal (whether conscious or subconscious) of 
advancing the liberal causes. On certain social issues, such as abortion or gay rights, 
journalists likely do allow their personal sympathies for the liberal position to influence 
their coverage—even Eric Alterman, in a book depicting liberal media bias as a myth, 
acknowledges this much. But as Alterman argues convincingly, that rarely occurs in other 
areas of the news, especially not in national politics and elections.4  
In his memoir, the prominent Washington columnist and pundit David Broder 
laughed off the accusation of left-wing ideological bias in the newsroom, saying, “There 
just isn’t enough ideology in the average reporter to fill a thimble.”5 That depends on how 
one defines ideology. Certainly, few journalists were devoted followers of Karl Marx or 
Ayn Rand, but as a group, they were far more likely than the population at large to share 
certain ideological values. Those values included a sympathy for the perceived underdog, 
a distrust of concentrated power, and a belief in government’s responsibility to address 
social and economic ills. Sociologist Herbert Gans, in his study of journalists’ practices, 
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Media? The Truth about Bias and the News (New York: Basic Books, 2003), 104-117 (on “social bias”) 
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concluded that their “enduring values are very much like the values of the Progressive 
movement of the early twentieth century.”6 Gans classified that movement as neither 
liberal nor conservative, but in its attitude toward government and big business, it was 
undoubtedly liberal by contemporary standards.7 Mainstream journalists generally did not 
set out to take down Richard Nixon or to undermine U.S. efforts in Vietnam, as Agnew 
and other alleged, but their professional ideals did change profoundly during the late 
1960s and early 70s. As these changing attitudes seeped into journalism from the broader 
culture, the Nixon administration expedited the process.  
***** 
The American press had a long tradition of claiming an adversarial role in its 
dealings with government, but during the early Cold War period, most newspapers 
merely paid lip service to it. They might oppose the government in strongly worded 
editorials, but news coverage rarely challenged official statements, and investigative 
reporting on Washington, the state house, or city hall was a rarity. The mainstream press 
and other powerful institutions in the 1950s and early 60s were associates, not 
adversaries. The New York Times, wrote journalist Richard Rovere in 1962, was “the 
official Establishment daily.”8 The Los Angeles Times was essentially a vehicle for the 
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interests of Southern California business, and by the admission of its future editor-in-
chief, “a propaganda organism…of the Republican Party.”9 Some journalists recognized 
that they had perhaps become too cozy with the powerful. As New York Times managing 
editor Clifton Daniel said in a 1960 speech, “There was a time when newspapermen 
seemed to be more outspoken than they are today, more contemptuous of authority, more 
defiant of restrains on their freedom.” That attitude had diminished, Daniel said, because 
“we are engaged in a desperate competition with world communism,” but he suggested 
that the press would benefit from an injection of that lost verve.10  
The idea of being outspoken, defiant, and contemptuous of authority sounded fine 
in the abstract, but The New York Times applied it unevenly in the early 1960s—
especially when questions of America’s national interest and the “competition with world 
communism” were at stake. In April 1961, the paper had a potentially explosive story 
about the CIA training Cuban anti-communist guerrillas for an imminent invasion of the 
island at a location known as the Bay of Pigs. Publisher Orvil Dryfoos and Washington 
bureau chief James “Scotty” Reston, however, worried that running the article as 
planned—under a large, two-column headline on the front page—could jeopardize the 
operation and damage national security. As a result, the paper removed any references to 
the imminence of the invasion and to the CIA’s role in training the guerrillas; while the 
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article remained on page one, the headline was toned down, and much smaller.11 On other 
occasions, the paper did not comply with government requests to tone down their 
coverage in deference to national security, as when, in 1963, President Kennedy 
pressured publisher Arthur Ochs “Punch” Sulzberger to reassign reporter David 
Halberstam from the Saigon bureau. (Kennedy objected to Halberstam’s pessimistic 
reports about the U.S. military’s efforts in Vietnam). Sulzberger refused, and Halberstam 
was told to postpone a planned vacation so it would not appear that the Times was 
wavering; his articles later won the Pulitzer Prize.12 Yet the fact that Kennedy felt 
comfortable making such a request testifies to the nature of the relationship.  
Rarely do profound shifts in attitude occur at a precise moment, but 1965 marked 
a key tipping point. The first major student uprising had recently begun (the Free Speech 
Movement at Berkeley) and the first mass protests against the Vietnam war took place—
unmistakable signs that dissent and radicalism were on the rise, especially among the 
young. As civil-rights leaders turned their attention to the North, and as the Watts riots in 
August 1965 eclipsed the previous summer’s inner-city disturbances, it became clear that 
racial discord was intensifying, despite the passage of two landmark civil-rights bills. In 
truth, the phenomena that most people associate with “the 60s”—mass protests, campus 
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radicalism, social change, the rise of the counterculture—characterized the decade from 
1965 to 1974 more than the decade from 1960 to 1969.13     
Similarly, the professional norms of journalism changed around 1965, as the shift 
toward a more adversarial approach took off. Journalists no longer felt a responsibility to 
protect politicians or to take them at their word when they invoked the national interest. 
Examining the attitudes and behavior of top New York Times editors in 1964 versus 1966, 
the contrast is striking. In 1964, managing editor Clifton Daniel wrote to a colleague that 
he had “heard several people remark” about how President Lyndon Johnson could be 
“extraordinarily demanding and abusive” toward his staff. However, he continued, “This 
is a very delicate matter and one that I don’t think we should mention in the paper unless 
it comes in some way to public notice.”14 By 1966, such judgments no longer went 
unquestioned. When national editor Claude Sitton removed a passage from an article 
about Israeli general Moshe Dayan because he felt it “would inevitably call into question 
the general’s reputation,” Washington editor Tom Wicker was appalled. “I do not 
understand our business to be the protection of reputations,” he told Sitton. “I had always 
thought…that our business is to get as nearly at the facts and publish as much of the truth 
as we can. Therefore, I am at a loss to understand why we did not publish the Dayan 
story.”15  
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Other newspapers showed less restraint than The New York Times concerning 
stories that might embarrass the powerful. While Clifton Daniel in 1964 had advised 
against reporting how “abusive” Lyndon Johnson was toward his staff, in 1966 Parade 
magazine (which came bundled inside hundreds of Sunday newspapers across the 
country) devoted an entire article to the topic. The piece began, “Not since slavery was 
abolished has the nation known a tougher taskmaster than Lyndon B. Johnson. He drives 
his staff 12 to 16 hours a day, scourges them with a whiplash tongue, intrudes on their 
private lives without apology, demands their total loyalty and utmost devotion.”16 
Johnson wanted the press to make him look good, as they had done so often for his 
predecessor, Kennedy. The press rarely obliged. This stemmed in part from the stark 
contrast between the two men’s personalities: the smooth, refined JFK versus the brash, 
crude LBJ. Johnson tried to win over influential journalists by entertaining them at his 
ranch in Texas, but this tactic often backfired. Instead of complimentary stories, The New 
York Times wrote about how Johnson drove his Lincoln Continental maniacally through a 
cow pasture, startling the animals with a bullhorn for no apparent reason.17 The L.A. 
Times described how the president used his ranch as a means of manipulating the press 
and exerting complete authority over government information.18 This frustrated Johnson 
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  266 
to no end. As one White House reporter said in 1965, “He just can’t understand how a 
reporter can write a critical story after he’s been down on the ranch.”19 
But the newly critical tone of Washington reporting owed more to changes in the 
press than to a change of presidents. Clifton Daniel, who advised extreme deference 
toward the White House in 1964, had moderated his views by 1966. That June, he gave a 
speech condemning his paper’s handling of the Bay of Pigs story five years earlier, 
saying that if the Times and other newspapers “had been more diligent in the performance 
of their duty,” the disastrous invasion might have been averted. “It is our duty as 
journalists and citizens to be constantly questioning our leaders and our policy, and to be 
constantly informing the people,” said Daniel. In addition to publishing a news article 
about Daniel’s speech, the Times also printed copious excerpts from it, taking up nearly 
an entire page in the main news section—an indication that his mea culpa represented the 
new position of the paper as a whole.20 Assessing the state of The New York Times in 
1965, journalist Roger Kahn wrote:  
The Times is trying to redefine the nature of its reporting. How much and how 
often should it break from its traditional policy of printing only what is 
announced? How can it best respond to the threatening field of news 
management? How can it contend with the efforts of politicians, lawyers, the 
medical lobby, civil-rights groups, police, to create and manipulate “news” for 
selfish ends? To what extent should the Times embark on the dangerous business 
of investigative reporting, of looking for things that are not announced, even 
denied?21 
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In the ensuing decade, The New York Times would step decisively away from the 
practice of printing only what is announced and would begin, gradually, to move into the 
investigative field. This effort was already underway when Kahn’s article appeared in 
October 1965. A team of reporters was preparing a five-part exposé about the CIA that 
would question whether the agency was out of control and its activities detrimental to 
American interests. The series, published in April 1966, revealed the vast scale of CIA 
activities and the fact that the agency operated with little oversight from Congress or the 
White House.22 Certainly the agency and many others in Washington would have 
preferred not to see these articles published. However, the series was not especially 
critical of the CIA. Its main conclusions were that more formal oversight would be 
counterproductive, and that for the agency to function properly, all it needed was a 
responsible director and a U.S. president willing to exercise close supervision (both of 
these conditions had been met, the articles implied, since the wakeup call delivered by the 
Bay of Pigs fiasco). Moreover, prior to publishing any of its articles about the CIA, The 
New York Times invited former CIA director John McCone to read the entire series and 
push back on anything he considered inaccurate, unfair, or a threat to national security.23  
The New York Times and the government had been allies for much of the 1940s 
and 50s, but by the mid-70s, they would become adversaries. The CIA series in 1966 
kicked off the period of transition; produced in consultation with the agency, it raised 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 “C.I.A.: Maker of Policy, or Tool?” New York Times, April 25, 1966; “How C.I.A. Put ‘Instant Air 
Force’ Into Congo,” New York Times, April 26, 1966; “Electronic Prying Grows,” New York Times, April 
27, 1966; “C.I.A. Operations: A Plot Scuttled,” New York Times, April 28, 1966; “The C.I.A.: Qualities of 
Director Viewed as Chief Rein on Agency,” New York Times, April 29, 1966. 
23 Salisbury, Without Fear or Favor, 522-524. McCone served as CIA director from 1961-1965, and many 
of the CIA activities discussed in the New York Times series occurred under his leadership. 
  
	  268 
probing questions but no alarms. Another New York Times investigation of the CIA, 
published in December 1974, illustrates the extent of the change. Written by Seymour 
Hersh, its lead sentence declared, “The Central Intelligence Agency, directly violating its 
charter, conducted a massive, illegal domestic intelligence operation during the Nixon 
Administration against the antiwar movement and other dissident groups in the United 
States, according to well-placed government sources.”24 No CIA director, it is safe to 
assume, was invited to vet that article prior to publication. The Los Angeles Times and 
most other news organizations underwent a similar transformation in their attitude toward 
government and toward concentrated power more generally. This transformation likely 
would have occurred regardless of the national political situation, but two factors made it 
occur quickly and decisively: Vietnam and Nixon.   
***** 
During the height of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, from 1965 to 1973, the war 
was an omnipresent concern for most Americans, and for nearly all journalists. Of 
particular interest for journalists, however, was the so-called credibility gap: the fact that 
much of what the U.S. government was saying about the war—and therefore much of 
what the media reported—bore little relation to the truth.25 Initially this had the most 
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profound effect on journalists who had been stationed in Vietnam, since they felt most 
deeply the frustration of reading reports on the war that contradicted their first-hand 
knowledge. But eventually, as troop levels, bombing raids, and antiwar protests grew in 
tandem, it affected every working journalist, as a professional and as a citizen. 
By the time the the antiwar movement reached its zenith, in 1969-1970, few 
journalists could remain detached. Dennis Britton, then news editor of the L.A. Times 
Washington bureau, recalled the nationwide “moratorium day” protests in the fall of 
1969, which called for a moratorium on U.S. bombing in Vietnam. “Most of us, if not all 
of us, were anti-war,” said Britton. “We looked out on these demonstrators, and it was 
really inspiring and emotional.” As a result, he said, some of the coverage was “overly 
sympathetic to the demonstrators. And pulling it back was hard for me and the other 
editors in the bureau, because we were sympathetic to the demonstrators. I hope that what 
came out was fair and balanced, but I don’t know if I’d bet on that.”26 Other newspapers 
experienced similar issues. “We had a problem containing some of the reporters’ personal 
feelings about the moratorium,” New York Times Washington bureau chief Max Frankel 
wrote to Abe Rosenthal.27 When a group of reporters at The Wall Street Journal decided 
to march in the protests, all that their bosses could do was insist that they not carry a sign 
reading “Wall Street Journalist for the Moratorium” (they worried that people who saw it 
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might question the paper’s objectivity).28 At the magazine publisher Time Inc., 
employees not only joined the demonstrators, they circulated a petition calling for an 
“immediate and unilateral” U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, standing in front of Time 
headquarters in midtown Manhattan to solicit signatures from passersby.29 
The ongoing trauma of Vietnam established a baseline level of antagonism 
between the press and the government that crept up each year, but many specific 
occurrences caused it to spike. Three of the most famous moments in 20th-century 
American journalism occurred in the brief span from 1969 to 1973: the revelation of the 
My Lai Massacre, the publication of the Pentagon Papers, and the investigation into 
Watergate. All three had profound effects on the development of an adversarial press. 
In September 1969, a U.S. Army public information officer in Georgia released 
the information that Lieutenant William Calley Jr. was being court-martialed for the 
murder of “an unspecified number of civilians in Vietnam.” Tipped off to the significance 
of the case by a Pentagon source, a young freelance journalist named Seymour Hersh 
went after the story with great energy. After interviewing Calley and several soldiers 
under his command, Hersh wrote in shocking detail about the massacre of several 
hundred people, many of them women and children, at a hamlet called My Lai. Hersh 
believed that if he approached any major newspaper with the article, they would insist on 
re-checking all the facts “and then write their own story.” So instead he offered it to two 
leading magazines, Life and Look, both of which turned him down. Hersh wound up 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Edwin Diamond, “‘Reporter Power’ Takes Root,” Columbia Journalism Review, Summer 1970, 13-14. 
29 Stanford Sesser, “Journalists: Objectivity and Activism,” Wall Street Journal, October 21, 1969. 
  
	  271 
selling the story to an upstart news agency called Dispatch News Service, which got it 
published in about 30 papers across the country on November 13, 1969.30 One week later, 
as follow-up articles about My Lai began to appear, so did a series of graphic images 
taken by an army photographer, Ronald Haeberle, who was present at the massacre; one 
of them, on the cover of the Cleveland Plain Dealer, showed the bodies of more than a 
dozen women, children, and babies piled on a dirt road—this amplified the impact of the 
story enormously, as did subsequent television interviews with members of Calley’s 
company.31 
Journalists, like most Americans, reacted to the news about My Lai with shock 
and revulsion. Public opinion had already begun to turn against the war by this time, and 
My Lai surely caused many people to move from ambivalence to opposition. As Hersh 
himself noted shortly after he broke the story, “We’re doing exactly the things we went 
into the war to stop.”32 But many journalists felt an additional pang when they saw the 
byline “Seymour M. Hersh, Dispatch News Service” under the biggest investigative story 
of the entire conflict. How did an unknown freelancer scoop the major news 
organizations that, collectively, had hundreds of experienced reporters covering Vietnam 
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and the Pentagon?33 Few of the men running those organizations had any ready answers. 
The head of United Press International (one of the two major wire services), while 
admitting his “embarrassment” at being scooped by Hersh, noted that because no 
reporters were on the scene at My Lai, the press was “at the considerable mercy of 
military information officers”—a particularly weak excuse given that a military 
information officer released the information about Calley’s arrest.34 Los Angeles Times 
editor-in-chief Nick Williams simply said that his paper was “a little too deliberate in 
pursuing our own independent investigation” of My Lai; they declined to buy Hersh’s 
piece, he explained, because they would not have the option of “checking out the details” 
themselves before publishing it.35 
Many journalists likely agreed with the explanation from The Village Voice, the 
left-wing weekly that was unrelentingly critical of the mainstream press. “Editors of the 
country’s major newspapers live in dread of stories which will be considered 
irresponsible,” wrote Judith Coburn and Geoffrey Cowan. “In their view, although many 
of them would deny it, the press is the fourth branch of government: information source, 
confidant, friendly critic.” Because they were too prone to self-censorship, too wary of 
challenging the government, they lacked the “independence or imagination to track 
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down” stories such as My Lai.36 Hersh himself pointed to “self-censorship by the 
reporters” as a major reason why the mainstream press failed to beat him to the My Lai 
story.37 
The same day that Seymour Hersh’s first report on My Lai appeared, Vice 
President Spiro Agnew gave his first speech about the news media, in which he accused 
television newscasters of injecting a left-wing bias into their reports and undermining the 
nation’s efforts in Vietnam.38 One week later, on November 20, 1969, photographs of the 
carnage at My Lai surfaced and newspapers ran the most shocking stories to date about 
the massacre, based on soldiers’ first-hand accounts. Despite meeting no resistance, the 
company killed more than 100 civilians in a casual, “business-like” manner—“women 
and children and old men mostly.”39 That night, Agnew gave his second speech attacking 
the news media. This time he focused his ire on the printed press, especially The New 
York Times and The Washington Post, which he accused of slanting their news coverage 
to denigrate the Nixon administration, particularly on Vietnam. The timing was 
coincidental, but the confluence of Agnew’s verbal assaults and the My Lai disclosures 
sent an unmistakable message to many journalists. The press’s hesitancy to report a story 
that would anger the government nearly caused it to miss one of the most momentous 
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revelations of the war. Simultaneously, the Nixon administration was trying to intimidate 
journalists, insulting their professionalism, and undermining their credibility with the 
public. Given these facts, journalists might logically conclude, the only proper position 
was an adversarial one. 
A crucial test of this adversarial ethos came in 1971, when Daniel Ellsberg, a 
former Pentagon contractor who had worked on a top-secret history of U.S. involvement 
in Vietnam, decided to go public with the report’s findings—to expose decades’ worth of 
the government’s bad decisions and lies. Ellsberg chose to leak what became known as 
the Pentagon Papers—roughly 7,000 pages—to The New York Times, entrusting them to 
Neil Sheehan, a reporter he had never met but whose work on Vietnam he admired.40 
Publishing reams of confidential military information would expose the paper to major 
legal repercussions and cause many Americans to question its patriotism, and the 
decision to do so came only after an intense back-and-forth between the paper’s editors, 
lawyers, and publisher, with whom the responsibility ultimately lay. The company’s 
lawyers told Sulzberger that the government would sue the Times and win, but he 
disregarded their advice and sided with Scotty Reston and managing editor Abe 
Rosenthal, who argued that they had a responsibility to share this information with the 
public regardless of the consequences.41 Conscious of the adversarial mood in the 
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newsroom, Rosenthal told Sulzberger that if they chose not to publish, “it would make a 
mockery of everything we ever told reporters, because how could we possibly ask them 
to go out in search for the truth when at a time when the ultimate truth, the biggest story 
ever presented to The Times, had been placed in our laps and we turned away from it out 
of fear of the consequences of publication.”42 The first installment of the Pentagon Papers 
series appeared on June 13, 1971. 
Although the Pentagon Papers said nothing about the Nixon administration’s 
conduct in Vietnam (the study concluded in 1967), the White House was furious about 
the leak. When Sulzberger turned down Attorney General John Mitchell’s request that he 
cease publication of the series, the government obtained a temporary injunction against 
The New York Times to prevent the release of any additional material. But Ellsberg, 
anticipating this possibility, had more copies on hand, portions of which he distributed to 
The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, and several other newspapers. Despite 
entreaties and warnings from the government, those papers, too, published articles based 
on the Pentagon Papers, and they too became the targets of injunctions. With the 
administration suing the country’s leading newspapers in an effort to restrict their most 
cherished right—the right to publish what they wished—what journalist would deny that 
they were adversaries? The Supreme Court put an end to this escalating battle between 
the administration and the press on June 30, 1971. In a 6-3 decision, the justices ruled 
that the government could impose “prior restraint”—that is, dictate in advance what 
cannot be printed—only when publication posed a “grave and irreparable danger” to the 
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nation. The Pentagon Papers, the court said, did not meet that standard. During the 
Pentagon Papers furor, The Washington Post published an article discussing the press’s 
adversarial relationship with the government throughout U.S. history. The reporter 
brought up many examples, but tellingly, the Pentagon Papers was the first since World 
War II.43  
By the time the Watergate scandal broke in 1972, few journalists required 
additional convincing that they should adopt an adversarial posture toward the 
government. But Watergate gave them greater confidence in that belief, as nearly every 
aspect of the affair seemed to validate the notion of adversarial journalism. In the early 
stages of the story, few newspapers apart from The Washington Post pursued it doggedly, 
wary of appearing to target Nixon unfairly in an election year, and dubious that the White 
House could have masterminded so crude and brazen a scheme as to break into 
Democratic Party headquarters, steal files, and plant listening devices. Eventually, thanks 
to Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein’s reporting, other news organizations—especially 
The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times—realized they had been too cautious, not 
adversarial enough, and they scrambled to catch up. The New York Times had recently 
hired Seymour Hersh, whom they assigned to Watergate, as well as sending investigative 
reporter Nicholas Gage from New York to Washington to ferret out some exclusives; the 
L.A. Times shifted many of its Washington resources to Watergate, with the bureau’s 
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news editor, Dennis Britton, admonishing the reporters to “get off your ass and knock on 
doors.”44  
In June 1973, the U.S. Senate’s investigation of Watergate revealed that Nixon 
aides had decided to “use the available federal machinery to screw our political enemies,” 
and to that end, they had prepared several lists of opponents to target. While the Nixon 
enemies came from various fields—politics, business, labor, entertainment, academia—
the largest contingent came from the media.45 This disclosure came as no surprise to the 
Washington bureau of the L.A. Times; they had recently realized that all six reporters and 
editors working on the Watergate story were being audited by the I.R.S.; none had ever 
been audited previously. “Once we figured that out, it was very difficult not to be really 
pissed,” Dennis Britton recalled.46  
The push for a more adversarial press came mainly from reporters and mid-level 
editors, but it filtered upward. In early 1970, when a group of disgruntled New York 
Times journalists formed what they half-jokingly called a “cabal” to challenge Abe 
Rosenthal’s direction of the newsroom, they had a hard time agreeing on a specific set of 
grievances.47 But when they eventually met with Rosenthal and his assistant to hash out 
their differences, “they questioned whether The Times was doing enough in its role of 
adversary to the government”—that was the first issue they raised, according to 
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Rosenthal’s assistant’s summary of the meeting.48 The most prominent people in 
journalism—columnists, editors-in-chief, publishers—maintained cordial personal 
relationships with the people and institutions their papers challenged or investigated, but 
the mutual trust had dissipated. In an earlier era, Scotty Reston had been the exemplar of 
access journalism—he cozied up to the Washington elite in order to present an insider’s 
view of politics. But by 1972, even he had embraced adversarialism, as he demonstrated 
in a speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors: 
[Spiro Agnew] prefers the reporting of the last generation, and I have to admit 
that it was a lot chummier then than now.… We were in those days far too close 
to the men in power, and therefore, far too inclined to let our sympathy or 
affection for them get in the way of our work…. Conflict between the government 
and the press is unavoidable and even desirable…. If I have to come out plain 
against our profession, my complaint is, not that it has been too tough and 
skeptical, but too easy and too trustful.49 
 
Some might attribute the increasingly adversarial relationship between the press 
and the government solely to journalists’ antipathy toward the Nixon administration and 
the passions inflamed by the Vietnam War. To be sure, this was a major factor. Many, 
perhaps most, journalists felt an intense loathing for Nixon—they considered him a liar, a 
sleaze, and an enemy of press freedom.50 The feeling was mutual. With the notable 
exception of Henry Kissinger, who formed strategically friendly relationships with many 
journalists, the Nixon team never envisioned anything but an adversarial relationship with 
the press. They occasionally had cordial exchanges when the administration received 
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favorable coverage, but neither side expected that to be the norm. In December 1968, the 
president-elect told his cabinet appointees, “Always remember, the men and women of 
the news media approach this as an adversary relationship.”51 As the White House’s 
clashes with the news media became increasingly public, members of the administration 
explained away the controversies by saying that adversarialism was desirable. The 
relationship between the media and government should be “adversary, probing, and 
suspicious,” Spiro Agnew said in 1971. In a 1972 op-ed in The New York Times, Nixon’s 
communications director, Herb Klein, wrote that “the adversary relationship between 
government and the press…is healthy and necessary.”52 As if to underscore the point and 
infuriate journalists, he added, “so certainly is an adversary relationship in some ways 
between the public and the press.”53 
As the Nixon administration increased bombing in Vietnam and expanded the 
raids into Cambodia and Laos, the indignation of antiwar journalists grew. Reporting on 
the prevailing attitude of reporters toward Nixonites at the 1972 Republican National 
Convention, journalist Richard Reeves quoted a New York Times reporter who said, “I 
can’t even speak to them without remembering that I hate them.” This reporter was no 
New Left activist but a middle-aged “Clark Kent” type “noted for his fairness.” Reeves 
added, “I picked him at random—at least half the reporters I met were saying the same 
thing several times a day.”54 
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***** 
The increase in adversarial journalism was not merely a reflection of anti-Nixon 
sentiment; if that had been the case, the phenomenon would have been restricted mainly 
to national politics. In fact, the press’s approach to nearly every topic became more 
adversarial. The shift began with the coverage of government, but not only at the national 
level. In New York and Los Angeles, the relationship between the city’s leading 
newspaper and the municipal power structure changed dramatically in the 1960s and 
early 70s.  
The story of Los Angeles Times reporter Ruben Salazar helps illustrate the broader 
transformation of the paper. Although born in Juarez, Mexico, Salazar grew up just 
across the border in El Paso, Texas, eventually becoming a reporter for the El Paso 
Herald-Post before moving to California and getting a job with the L.A. Times in 1959.55 
He married an Anglo woman who worked in the paper’s classified-ad department, and 
they made a home in conservative, lily-white Orange County. Salazar was a talented, 
tenacious reporter, but not a boat-rocker. As his daughter later said, “My father led a 
completely Anglo life. He was a professional. He was part of the Establishment.”56 His 
1963 series on Mexican-Americans in Los Angeles (discussed in Chapter 5) raised 
hackles among some conservative Chandler family members but was “tame by later 
standards,” as Chandler biographer Dennis McDougal puts it.57  
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In 1965, Salazar began a year-long assignment in Vietnam, and his writing began 
to show an increasing tendency to challenge those in power. He infuriated his military 
minders when he wrote that the Viet Cong was openly selling a communist propaganda 
magazine “right under GI noses,” in a town where more than 15,000 U.S. soldiers were 
based.58 When Los Angeles mayor Sam Yorty traveled to South Vietnam in December 
1965, Salazar wrote dismissively about the visit, questioning the value of such 
“whirlwind trips” by American dignitaries; he noted that Yorty had accidentally 
misplaced $430 worth of traveler’s checks at a cocktail party and that he had sustained a 
“war wound” when he bumped his head on the low-slung roof of a field hospital.59 Yorty 
accused Salazar of “distortions and lies” and called the paper’s coverage “very wrong and 
very evil.”60  
By the time he returned to Los Angeles in 1968, Salazar had experienced 
something of a political awakening and identified strongly with the Chicano movement, 
which demanded greater rights and respect for Latinos.61 His dispatches for the Times in 
1969 included front-page articles about students protesting for the right to speak Spanish 
and about the impact of U.S. drug interdiction efforts on everyday people in Mexican 
border towns.62 When Salazar decided to give up daily newspaper reporting to become 
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the news director of a local Spanish-language TV station, the Times offered him a part-
time position as a columnist, writing about Latino affairs. As Newsweek observed, 
“Salazar regularly turns in hard-hitting weekly columns attacking ‘Anglo’ racism and 
voicing serious Mexican-American grievances.”63 He also questioned police tactics in 
dealing with minority communities (in his column and on TV), much to the LAPD’s 
annoyance. Officers visited Salazar and urged him to tone down his criticism, lest he rile 
up the Latino community; instead, Salazar wrote in his column about the officers’ attempt 
to pressure him, further embarrassing the department.64  
On August 29, 1970, Salazar was covering an antiwar demonstration in East Los 
Angeles dubbed Chicano Moratorium Day. When it began to turn violent, he and his TV 
crew temporarily retreated into a bar for safety. A few minutes later, a sheriff’s deputy 
fired a tear-gas projectile into the bar, allegedly on the belief that a man with a gun was 
inside. The projectile struck Salazar in the head and killed him instantly. Although no 
charges were brought, many of Salazar’s friends in the journalism community and in the 
Chicano community suspected some sort of foul play on the part of law enforcement.65 
Salazar had begun his career at the L.A. Times as a member in good standing of Southern 
California’s conservative establishment. A decade later, he had become so great an 
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antagonist to that establishment that it was not farfetched to think that municipal 
authorities might have had him killed.  
Prior to the 1960s, the L.A. Times editor in charge of covering city hall, Carlton 
Williams, was mainly interested in influencing policies, not in ferreting out the truth for 
his paper’s readers. Williams reputedly roamed the city council chambers and instructed 
members on how they should vote. One councilman who opposed the L.A. Times quipped 
that Williams “ought to wear a ringmaster’s uniform and carry a whip.”66 The paper 
could be scathing in its treatment of those who opposed their preferred candidates, but 
that was just politics—once the campaign passed, they sought a mutually beneficial 
relationship with city hall. So in 1961, when Democrat Sam Yorty challenged the Times-
backed incumbent, Norris Poulson, the paper inveighed against Yorty in its editorials and 
played up Poulson’s accusations that his opponent was corrupt. Yorty, in response, called 
Poulson a puppet of the L.A. Times and questioned his close relationship with Carlton 
Williams.67 After Yorty defeated Poulson, however, he and the Times reconciled, and the 
paper’s editorial page supported his bid for reelection in 1965. But Carlton Williams had 
retired by that time, and the journalistic ethos at the Times had changed—Yorty would 
not receive any favorable treatment in the news columns. Indeed, he complained to Otis 
Chandler repeatedly that the paper’s coverage of him was too tough.68 
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Yorty was a pugnacious character, and after he won reelection with the L.A. 
Times’s support, he and the paper became bitter enemies. When Otis Chandler remarked 
at a 1966 awards reception that Yorty had not dealt effectively with the question of race 
since the previous summer’s riots, Yorty called a press conference at which he challenged 
Chandler to a public debate “before any audience in the city.” He noted that 20 percent of 
the municipal workforce was African-American, adding pointedly, “I wonder what 
percentage of the employees of the Times are Negro. How many Negroes are on the 
board of directors of the Times Mirror Company?”69 (The answer to the latter question, 
of course, was zero.) 
Whereas in previous decades the L.A. Times might have been content to snipe at 
Yorty in editorials and publicize the accusations of his opponents, by the 1960s it was 
becoming an investigative newspaper. In 1967, the paper published two major exposés 
revealing corruption in the city administration—first on the zoning board, and then on the 
Harbor Commission. One member of the zoning board resigned over the scandal, and 
four members of the Harbor Commission were indicted on bribery and perjury charges. 
Two of the four were convicted and served prison terms, and the Times investigation won 
a Pulitzer Prize.70 Yorty denounced the exposés as politically motivated and later alleged 
that “the publisher of this great paper owns the district attorney, and the two of them 
appear to be in a conspiracy to try and get the mayor.”71 The Times-Yorty feud reached a 
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new height in 1968, when the mayor sued the newspaper for libel over an editorial 
cartoon implying that he was insane (Yorty sought $2 million in damages; a judge 
promptly dismissed the case).72 
The L.A. Times relationship with the city’s police department, once characterized 
by beat reporters sharing drinks with cops who gave them access to crime scenes, also 
changed, as Ruben Salazar’s story demonstrates vividly. The paper’s conservative 
business manager, Robert Nelson, felt the situation had become so dire that he must 
intervene to help patch up the L.A. Times–LAPD relationship. Nelson arranged for police 
chief Ed Davis to meet with the Times city editor and managing editor. However, when 
editor-in-chief Nick Williams got wind of this, he was furious. “I told [Nelson] that under 
no account would they ever go to a meeting like that, they were not to attend,” Williams 
recalled.73 Williams was no liberal, but he recognized that the norms of journalistic 
practice had changed. The disgruntled Chief Davis, Williams likely presumed, would use 
such an informal meeting to either intimidate the editors or try to ingratiate himself with 
them. Nevertheless, the paper remained wary of criticizing the police. When a reporter on 
the scene of a campus protest at UCLA in May 1970 witnessed instances of police 
brutality, his editor initially insisted that the information be cut from the story, on the 
grounds that it could not be verified. Only after the university chancellor expressed 
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concern about excessive force were the reporter’s observations included (in a follow-up 
story).74 
Then again, L.A. Times editors had reason to fear the police department’s wrath. 
When the UCLA chancellor claimed to have been misquoted regarding police brutality, 
Chief Davis labeled metropolitan editor Bill Thomas “public enemy number one” for 
stirring up antagonism against the police. Although Davis relented after Thomas 
convinced him the chancellor had indeed been quoted accurately, relations between the 
paper and the police continued to deteriorate.75 As Robert Gottlieb and Irene Wolt noted, 
“Times reporters, often caught in the middle of conflicts between the police and the black, 
brown, and student communities, more and more began to view clashes involving the 
LAPD from the point of view of the victim.”76  
In a front-page article in March 1975, editor-in-chief Bill Thomas acknowledged 
that a major change had occurred. “Until about 10 years ago,” he wrote, crime reporting 
relied solely on police sources, and “one heard little from…the accused criminal.” As a 
result of broader societal changes, “the newspaper today reflects far more diverse views,” 
Thomas explained. “And to some policemen who see themselves accused by those they 
view as society’s enemies, the newspaper is anti-cop.” But in truth, according to Thomas, 
news coverage had simply become fairer and more complete.77 Chief Davis disagreed. 
Five months later, he sent a letter to publisher Otis Chandler canceling his subscription. 
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He requested that it be printed in full, and the Times complied. “In your 1975 war on me, 
almost every reporter who has had any part of reporting anything I have said has engaged 
in repeated, slanted reporting and downright lies,” Davis wrote. He called the Times “a 
journalistic liar,” adding, “the soul of your paper is sick.”78 Looking back at the feud with 
Davis years later, Thomas seemed unperturbed by it, saying the attacks were “tongue in 
cheek,” meant to bolster police morale. “When he made his case against the Times, which 
he did frequently, I always thought I saw a twinkle,” Thomas wrote in an unpublished 
memoir.79 Like most leading newspaper editors, Thomas believed in an adversarial press 
and he believed in the importance of staking out a middle ground. As Gottlieb and Wolt 
argued, many people (including the two of them) criticized the Times for its “cozy 
relationship” with the downtown establishment, and in response, “the paper could point 
to its fight with the police chief as an example of how it was a hard-hitting news medium 
which took on powerful public officials.”80  
The New York Times, too, developed a more adversarial relationship with its local 
government in the late 60s. Like many newspapers, for decades it had a tacit 
understanding with the police force: the paper got special treatment and news tips, and 
the police got sympathetic coverage. When press cars were parked illegally or New York 
Times trucks blocked traffic as they were being loaded with papers, officers looked the 
other way (or accepted payoffs).81 Reporters did special favors for beat cops and police 
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officials, hoping to be rewarded with news scoops later on.82 As late as 1968, New York 
Times management received advance notice when the police planned to evict student 
protesters from several administration buildings at Columbia.83 Times journalists knew 
that corruption ran rampant in the NYPD, but for years they declined to report on it. In 
the course of reporting a story about drug addiction in Greenwich Village in 1964, Martin 
Arnold learned that police officers frequently extorted money from drug dealers instead 
of arresting them; sometimes the cops even confiscated contraband and resold it 
themselves. Arnold’s editor, Arthur Gelb, recalled, “We were unable, however, to print 
the accusations because those who made them would not stand behind them.”84 That 
excuse rings hollow. If the Times wished to expose this corruption, it could have done so 
using anonymous sources, once the reporters and editors gathered enough information to 
be sure the accusations were true.  
The New York Times’ refusal to report critically on the police bothered some 
editors. In March 1966, as the paper was reporting on a series of rather inconsequential 
bureaucratic clashes between the police department and the mayor’s office, assistant 
managing editor Harrison Salisbury vented his frustration to managing editor Clifton 
Daniel. “No one is talking about reality,” Salisbury said in a memo. He explained:  
The reality of the police is this: The New York department has been run for years 
by what is called variously the Irish Mafia or the Brotherhood, an all-for-one-one-
for-all group which protects each other and, also, and this is very very important, 
divides on a reasonable businesslike basis the cut from protection—the 10 bucks 
or $100 that every bar in the city pays off, the smaller payoffs of every local 
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businessman who doesn’t want his store windows kicked in, the much bigger 
payoffs of Con Ed, the truckers, the retailers, the 7th Avenue boys, etc…. Now, in 
addition to what might be called the “legitimate” take of the police from business 
there is also the criminal take from the bookies, the numbers, the dope runners, 
the prostitutes, the shakedown lads, the crooks of all kinds.85 
 
The bureaucratic clashes and personnel changes, Salisbury explained, could jeopardize 
this arrangement. “That’s what the police story is about,” he concluded. “I’d like to see a 
whiff of it in the paper.”86 
 Given that a top New York Times editor had such detailed knowledge of criminal 
activity by the police, the paper might have devoted some of its considerable resources to 
bringing that story to the public. Several years would pass, however, before the Times 
blew the whistle on police corruption. As Times editor Arthur Gelb recounted in his 
memoir, things began to change in late 1967, when he hired David Burnham, who had 
previously worked for the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and 
Administration of Justice, to cover the police beat. Like any good police reporter, 
Burnham cultivated sources inside the department; but unlike most, he did not shy away 
from critical stories. In December 1968, he revealed that police officers routinely slept on 
the job during their overnight shifts instead of patrolling the streets—a practice known in 
police slang as “cooping.” When Burnham described the story to an assistant editor, he 
was advised to drop it, because “the Times was not interested in ‘crusading’ stories.” That 
ethos had begun to change, however, and Gelb successfully pushed for Burnham’s article 
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to appear on page one.87 This and other stories by Burnham convinced two cops who 
were disgusted with their colleagues’ corruption that The New York Times might help 
them expose the scandal. The cops, Frank Serpico and David Durk, collaborated with 
Burnham on a six-month investigation. Burnham’s stories hit the front page in April 
1970, describing in vivid detail the endemic corruption that Harrison Salisbury had 
painted in broad strokes in his internal memo four years earlier.88 The police 
commissioner and his deputy resigned in the aftermath of the exposé, and Mayor John 
Lindsay appointed a commission to investigate police corruption. The New York Times 
would no longer be able to count on friendly treatment from the police, but the 
adversarial approach yielded a series that burnished the paper’s reputation immeasurably, 
especially among journalists. 
When John Lindsay launched his successful campaign for mayor of New York in 
1965, the Times, like much of the national press and intelligentsia, was infatuated with 
him. A handsome, charming, liberal Republican reformer, Lindsay received blanket 
coverage in the news pages and sympathetic treatment in editorials.89 “It was difficult not 
to be dazzled by his star quality,” admitted Arthur Gelb, recalling a lunch that he and Abe 
Rosenthal had with Lindsay in 1965.90 On election night, when Lindsay came away with 
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a narrow victory, Rosenthal and Gelb reputedly rejoiced in the newsroom and yelled “we 
won!” After the new mayor took office, Rosenthal socialized with Lindsay’s campaign 
manager turned deputy mayor, Robert Price, who would show up in the newsroom and 
try to chat with reporters or glance at their copy.91 Even prior to the 1960s, most New 
York Times journalists would have disapproved of such a chummy relationship between 
the editors responsible for covering city hall and a deputy mayor. But in the late 60s, 
most considered it appalling, and it could not last—especially not after Lindsay began 
failing to live up to his promise. Galled by Rosenthal’s friendship with Price and by their 
paper’s kid-glove treatment of Lindsay, the reporters had an “urge to stick their fingers in 
someone’s eye,” according to one of the paper’s correspondents.92 In 1968 and early 
1969, the Times published several investigative stories that revealed waste and corruption 
in the Lindsay administration, infuriating the mayor and damaging his public image.93 
Still the reporters remained on the lookout for any sign that the editors were going easy 
on the mayor. In August 1969, when the Times delayed publishing a story about Lindsay 
taking free trips on a corporate jet, it caused an uproar in the newsroom. As one of 
Rosenthal’s deputies informed him, “Feelings on the staff ran very strong…. Our non-
publication of [this] piece was seen as nothing less than a cover-up for Lindsay.”94 
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***** 
Adversarialism developed first in the coverage of politics and public affairs, but 
in the 1970s it began to take hold in what had been one of the most sedate newspaper 
sections: business. Traditionally the business section had consisted mainly of data on 
financial markets, summaries of major companies’ earnings reports, and puff pieces on 
successful executives and new product launches. The Los Angeles Times in the 1950s 
would sometimes take corporate press releases and simply print them as news, without 
changing a word.95 As late as 1967, the corporate-booster ethos remained prominent, 
judging by the content of a package of stories that The Bulletin of the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors published under the heading “Examining Bus-Fin [Business-
Financial] Coverage.” The editor of the Chicago Daily News, touting his business 
section’s innovations, noted that they sought out local companies and rising executives to 
profile. An executive with the Gannett newspaper chain offered that at two of his 
company’s papers, “one of the most popular features on the business section cover…is a 
daily photo of a pretty girl in local business.” The editor of the Buffalo Evening News 
noted the difficulty of finding space to write about all the releases of new car models. 
Evidently, he felt these should be covered as news, which in effect amounted to free 
advertisements: “Pictures and descriptions of new cars are offered to our readers in such 
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profusion,” he observed.96 As a result of this complaisance on the part of business 
journalists, several major revelations about product safety and unethical business 
practices were exposed in the 1960s not by traditional reporters but by consumer 
advocates such as Ralph Nader—a source of great embarrassment to the press.97 By the 
mid-70s, however, the dynamic had changed dramatically, especially at elite newspapers 
like The New York Times and the L.A. Times. 
Before Otis Chandler took over the L.A. Times in 1960, the paper’s publishers had 
been closely allied with the Merchants and Manufacturers Association, a pro-business 
lobby. By the mid-1970s, according to L.A. Times labor reporter Harry Bernstein, the 
group could not even get Chandler or editor-in-chief Bill Thomas to return their phone 
calls. So instead they called up a reporter and said, “rather plaintively, ‘Is there any way 
you can get some coverage into the paper? Our annual meeting is coming up and we can’t 
get a line into the Times.’”98 Bill Thomas was unmoved by complaints that his paper was 
biased against corporate interests, whether those complaints came from within the paper 
or outside. On multiple occasions, L.A. Times business manger Robert Nelson objected to 
articles by the syndicated columnist Mike Royko that criticized advertisers. When Royko 
in 1974 rebutted a suggestion from the head of General Motors that consumers should 
buy new, more fuel-efficient cars not only to boost the economy but also to support 
conservation, Nelson was beside himself. He could not believe, he told Otis Chandler, 
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“any editor would be stupid enough to publish such an article,” referring to it as “industry 
assassination.” Thomas defended the article as a valid expression of opinion and argued 
that “the degree to which the piece dovetails with our advertisers’ interests” should not 
factor into publication decisions.99 When in 1975 the L.A. Times published a front-page 
story about the Los Angeles–based defense contractor Northrop treating legislators to all-
expenses-paid hunting trips, one local chamber of commerce charged the paper with 
being “anti-business” and “intentionally trying to damage Northrop at a very critical 
time.” Thomas responded, “To suggest…that we withhold legitimate news because its 
timing may be harmful to a particular business concern is to badly misread our 
obligations to all our readers.”100 
Many business leaders simply assumed the press was biased against them. They 
“often complain that many reporters are biased against the profit system,” said CBS 
News president Arthur Taylor in 1975.101 In 1977, an insurance executive matter-of-
factly wrote to Abe Rosenthal about “the tendency of the business sections of the Times 
and other national newspapers to emphasize the ‘bad news’ side in reporting on financial 
and business matters.”102 In 1978, the former head of Time Inc., Louis Banks, warned 
that business leaders “have a growing contempt for mass journalism, and it is visceral, 
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pervading.” His article was headlined “Memo to the Press: They Hate You Out There.”103 
New York Times publisher Punch Sulzberger summed up the most frequent complaints in 
a 1977 speech titled “Is the Press Anti-Business”:  
A great many businessmen suggest that a new tone is creeping into journalism. 
They find that the big corporation is too often portrayed as the villain, and the 
consumer movement as the hero. That bad news is reported with glee and good 
corporate news relayed grudgingly. That the profit motive is derogated by writers 
who seem to prefer more government control.104 
 
The news executives trying to explain this antagonism all cited a change in 
journalistic practices and attitudes. Sulzberger told his corporate audience, “A more 
analytical—a more skeptical, sometimes more critical—approach is being taken. And this 
is not only true with business reporting. Government, education, the courts, and the press 
itself are subject to this new scrutiny.” Before concluding, Sulzberger added that there 
should be a “healthy tension” between business and the press—“a relationship not quite 
so adversary as that which exists between press and government.”105 Two years earlier, 
Arthur Taylor made an almost identical argument. “Recent years have seen…an 
increasing questioning of established institutions and established ways of doing things,” 
he said. “Government has been questioned, as have religion, education, and journalism. 
Much of that heat has been directed at business as well.” The “business-press 
relationship,” Taylor argued, should be a “healthy adversarial relationship.”106 
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Sulzberger arrived at his position after considerable soul-searching and hand-
wringing. In 1974, he requested that each of his two top editors—managing editor Abe 
Rosenthal and Sunday editor Max Frankel—write an essay discussing the fairness of 
Times coverage and the perception among the business community that the paper was 
“too left” or “anticapitalist.”107 Frankel’s memo exemplifies the new attitude that had 
developed in the late 60s and early 70s: 
Who is elected to run our major businesses, how they make their decisions and 
how they use their power and wealth to influence political life are all central 
issues in the news. In pursuing that news, major news organizations are no more 
“anti-business” than we are “anti-government” when we ask the same questions 
of City Hall or the White House. If anything, as our more vigorous critics on the 
left have often contended, we have been more naturally and too easily “pro-
business” and “pro-government” in our many routine and unquestioning reports of 
how politicians and corporate leaders define themselves and their works…. So if 
fairness is taken to mean that we report business the way it sees itself, we are 
going to disappoint the complainants.108 
 
Most others in the New York Times newsroom likely shared these beliefs—the notion that 
big business was a “central issue,” not a specialized topic, that the press’s attitudes 
toward business and government should be similarly adversarial, and that coverage 
needed to be re-centered after years of having been too soft. Sulzberger, were he to reject 
Frankel’s viewpoint, would have been severely out of step with his staff. 
 Despite Sulzberger’s acceptance of the new norms of adversarial reporting on 
business, he worried that his paper was antagonizing the business community 
unnecessarily—especially with its editorial page, which under the direction of John 
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Oakes gained a reputation as hostile to big business. Although Oakes claimed not to be 
“anti-business,” publisher Punch Sulzberger felt that his editorials gave a different 
impression—“we were undoubtedly perceived to be against big business,” Sulzberger 
recalled.109 An August 1976 BusinessWeek article about The New York Times called it 
“stridently anti-business in tone,” and Sulzberger seems to have agreed—as did other 
members of the New York Times Company board of directors, who objected to Oakes’s 
positions on governmental regulation and the environment.110 Earlier that year, 
Sulzberger had forced Oakes into an early retirement. In large part, bureaucratic 
considerations drove the move: Sulzberger was consolidating the daily and Sunday 
operations of the paper under Abe Rosenthal, and he wanted to provide Sunday editor 
Frankel, whose job was being eliminated, with a top-level position so that he would not 
resign (Frankel became editorial-page editor and eventually succeeded Rosenthal as 
editor-in-chief). But Sulzberger’s frustration with the paper’s reputation as anti-
business—much of which derived from the editorial page—was also a major factor.111 As 
Frankel recalled, Sulzberger felt “that there was just a constant whipping in tone against 
the business community under Oakes. And he felt that the business community deserved 
to be treated a little more respectfully, even when we disagreed with what they were 
doing.”112 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Leonard Silk and Mark Silk, The American Establishment (New York: Basic Books, 1980), 92; Chris 
Argyris, Behind the Front Page (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1974), 173; Diamond, Behind the Times, 119-
120. 
110 “Behind the Profit Squeeze at The New York Times,” BusinessWeek, August 30, 1976, 42. 
111 Several authors have discussed this episode: see especially Tifft and Jones, The Trust, 520-527, and 
Diamond, Behind the Times, 124-137. For John Oakes’s perspective, see John B. Oakes Papers, box 15, 
folder labeled “Arthur Ochs Sulzberger: Memos Re 1976 Transition,” Columbia University Library.  
112 Max Frankel, interview with author, September 9, 2014. 
  
	  298 
 ***** 
These changes in journalistic attitudes—toward government, law enforcement, 
business—did not occur independently of one another. They reflected a broader change 
in outlook that was plainly apparent to many observers at the time. Many agreed with 
Spiro Agnew’s straightforward explanation: that journalists had become more left-wing, 
and that the press’s increasing emphasis on interpretive reporting enabled them to inject 
more of their left-wing views into news coverage, whether intentionally or 
unconsciously.113 This argument has some validity, but it oversimplifies the causes of the 
change. Journalists’ personal political views rarely influenced coverage directly, but they 
informed a deeper shift in their professional values and the way they perceived their 
work. 
 That the culture of the L.A. Times became more left-wing during the 60s and 70s 
is indisputable. Given the paper’s position from its founding in the 1880s until the 1950s, 
there was nowhere for it to move except leftward. Under editor L. D. Hotchkiss in the 
1950s, the Times was concerned primarily with electing its preferred Republican 
candidates for office rather than reporting the news fully and fairly. In his annual 
summary of the newspaper’s performance in 1952, for instance, Hotchkiss wrote, “In a 
news way the year 1952 was outstanding,” primarily because “candidates endorsed by 
this newspaper won.” He added, “Perhaps a small amount of credit at least should be 
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given this newspaper for the overwhelming GOP vote in California.”114 Otis Chandler 
and Nick Williams transformed the paper’s news coverage and its editorial pages in the 
early 60s—political stories no longer favored Republicans, some liberal columnists began 
appearing in the opinion section, and, most notably, when the paper’s longtime editorial 
cartoonist died, his replacement, hired in 1964, was the acerbic liberal Paul Conrad.115 
The paper received so many complaints from aggravated conservative readers that 
Williams developed a form letter for his response. It began by stating, “The free press is 
like a free market. The press offers to its readers the work of reporters, editors, 
columnists, cartoonists, and photographers. And the reader accepts that which he believes 
is good and rejects that which he dislikes or doubts.”116 
 When the powerful, conservative friends of the Chandler family complained 
about the new orientation of the L.A. Times, they sometimes received a more forthright 
explanation. As Otis Chandler wrote to one such individual in 1964, “The Times has 
changed its general news policies in recent years in that we do now cover both sides of 
most major issues of the day, political and non-political…. Our news coverage is not 
slanted or managed anymore in favor of the conservative viewpoint.” But when it came 
to the “independent Republican philosophy” of the paper’s editorials, Chandler added, 
“Let me say flatly that it hasn’t changed! And it will not change!”117 Despite Chandler’s 
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insistence in this letter, the editorial page had changed. That same month, editorial-page 
editor Jim Bassett wrote a memo acknowledging “our swing from conservative to 
moderate. Our turning from black-and-white editorializing to rather more reasoned 
writing.”118 
 While Otis Chandler in his early years as publisher was superficially devoted to 
upholding his family’s traditional conservative principles, his personal politics ranged 
from moderate to liberal. He became a close friend of Robert F. Kennedy in the mid-
1960s, so much so that in 1967 his assistant warned him that he might be perceived as a 
“Kennedy man.”119 In 1969, reflecting on RFK’s assassination a year earlier, Chandler 
supposedly lamented to a friend, “I guess there’s no one who represents us anymore.” 
Asked whom he meant by “us,” Chandler replied, “the black and the young and the 
poor.”120 In a 1969 speech, Chandler described an encounter he had with a hippie on 
plane ride as a collision of two entirely different perspectives. “I was flattered that even 
though I am over 30, he was willing to talk to me,” Chandler said, and went on to explain 
the young man’s background and anti-establishment worldview the way a social scientist 
might.121 But in 1978, after the ferment of the late 60s and early 70s had died down, 
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Chandler addressed an audience of graduate students and presented a view of America’s 
problems with which most left-wingers would have agreed: sexism, racism, poverty, and 
spoliation of the environment were the era’s greatest ills, he said. He said the graduates 
should have “a commitment to change” the wrongs of society and applauded those law 
students who intended to become public defenders or enter the fields of environmental 
and consumer law.122 
During Chandler’s tenure as publisher, a number of the editors who moved into 
top positions happened to be liberals in their personal politics: Edwin Guthman, the 
former aide to Robert F. Kennedy who became national editor in 1965; Jim Bellows, the 
former New York Herald-Tribune editor who became editor for soft news in 1966; 
Anthony Day, who succeeded the former Nixon campaign manager James Bassett as 
editorial page editor in 1971; and Bill Thomas, a moderate Democrat who succeeded the 
moderate Republican Nick Williams as editor-in-chief, also in 1971. Some conservatives 
remained—most notably managing editor Frank Haven, who retired in 1978—but they 
were increasingly outnumbered. Some of the most prominent non-editor positions also 
came to be occupied by people whose backgrounds or beliefs would have disqualified 
them from working at the L.A. Times under the previous, conservative regime. Cartoonist 
Paul Conrad was the most visible example, but others abounded. Phil Kerby, a longtime 
writer for the left-wing weekly The Nation, became an editorial writer for the Times in 
1971, despite having been turned down for the job two years earlier. “In ’69 I was too 
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radical, a few years later I was not,” Kerby told David Halberstam.123 Journalist Robert 
Scheer certainly would have been too radical for the old L.A. Times, having been editor of 
the revolutionary-leftist magazine Ramparts. But in 1976, he became one of the paper’s 
most high-profile additions, fresh off the stir created by his Playboy interview with 
Jimmy Carter (in which the presidential candidate admitted to having “committed 
adultery in my heart”).124 Scheer received a higher salary than any of the paper’s other 
California-based reporters, and assurances that the copy desk would not tamper with his 
work.125 
Scheer, Kerby, Conrad, and others were hired because of their journalistic 
abilities, not their political views. Bill Thomas and Otis Chandler both dismissed the idea 
that Scheer would bring a far-left sensibility to the L.A. Times, pointing out that his work 
since joining the paper had not exhibited any “radical” or “anti-establishment” bent.126 It 
just so happened that, as Nick Williams observed in 1969, “the preponderance of people 
of ability who have any interest in the work of the media happen to be of a liberal 
persuasion.”127 It had been true for decades that most reporters held liberal political 
views, especially those at the top of their profession: Washington correspondents and 
reporters for prestigious big-city papers.128 But in earlier years, the relative conservatism 
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of the senior editors and the copy desk (responsible for rewriting articles and creating 
headlines) offset the liberalism of the reporters. By the late 60s, the editors and the copy 
desk had become less conservative and less powerful, while many young reporters had 
become more radical, shifting the ideological balance and the balance of power leftward. 
In order to make the newsroom governable, L.A. Times management needed to allow the 
talented, left-leaning journalists they had hired to practice adversarial journalism. After 
his retirement, Nick Williams explained to the Chandler family matriarch Dorothy “Buff” 
Chandler how he guided the newsroom. He acknowledged that, in her eyes, “sometimes I 
seemed—or the Times seemed—to be rocking the boat. Sometimes I had to choose 
between rocking the boat and rocking the staff’s morale, and I thought (and still think, 
perhaps more than ever) that the boat could take it better.”129 
Summing up the power dynamic in the newsroom in 1973, Bill Thomas told Otis 
Chandler, “this is the writer’s day.”130 The changing nature of newspaper content in the 
1960s created a demand for a different kind of reporter than the city room denizens of an 
earlier era, who could perform the job adequately as long as they wrote quickly and kept 
their facts straight. By the 1970s, newspapers wanted outstanding writers who could 
interpret the news effectively and tell engaging stories; they also wanted specialists with 
deep knowledge of a particular beat, such as health, the law, or consumer affairs. For 
talented young reporters seeking newspaper jobs, it was a seller’s market. As one 25-
year-old journalist wrote in 1971, “bright young journalism prospects do not want to start 
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out writing obits, rewriting handouts, and covering an occasional fire or drowning.” They 
wanted to skip these entry-level assignments and cover more exciting beats of their own 
choosing—a privilege some, like the author, felt they were in a position to demand. He 
explained that he had turned down jobs at two top newspapers because it was so easy for 
him to earn a good living as a freelance writer. Many of his peers, he said, were being 
lured away from newspaper jobs by “alternative lifestyles and other communications 
media.”131  
At The New York Times, Abe Rosenthal lamented in 1971 that “we have pretty 
much dried up the pipeline on getting into the paper first-rate young or youngish 
reporters.”132 He recognized that, because of the climate on college campuses, more and 
more of them would “reflect the philosophy of their age group and times—personal 
engagement, militancy and radicalism.”133 But given the paper’s need for young talent, 
that would not be a disqualifying factor. In early 1973, for instance, Rosenthal and his top 
lieutenants discussed hiring Mary Breasted, a young reporter working for the Village 
Voice, the alternative weekly that was the Times’s toughest left-wing critic. One editor 
wrote, “She will inevitably bring a left-of-center viewpoint to reporting, which I do not 
consider a pressing need at The Times now.” Another said, “Her writing does have a bias, 
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and it is simply impossible to tell how much of that bias will eventually show 
through.”134 She was hired in spite of these reservations.  
Steve Roberts, a talented young reporter who had worked as Scotty Reston’s 
assistant, twice infuriated the editors in New York by writing opinionated articles in left-
wing publications, but he received only gentle reprimands. As the paper’s Los Angeles 
bureau chief in 1970, he wrote a harshly critical article about California governor Ronald 
Reagan in Change magazine, prompting Reagan’s press secretary to say “you have made 
it impossible for me to cooperate in any way regarding news or stories concerning the 
governor.”135 Roberts’s boss was asked to inform him, “If reporting for The Times loses 
you any source, including your prime source, we can certainly live with that. It is more 
difficult for us to accept that your reporting opportunities become prejudiced because of 
work for outside publications.”136 Asked about the incident many years later, Roberts had 
no recollection of it.137 In 1973, Seymour Hersh—whom The New York Times had hired a 
year earlier—was quoted in a Washington Star article as saying, “Watergate has been 
freeing. I have a very strong bias against the Nixon administration and I don’t worry 
about it anymore.” When the conservative columnist John Lofton wrote to the paper 
suggesting that this statement made it impossible for Hersh to cover the White House 
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objectivity, Abe Rosenthal disagreed and refused to criticize Hersh, one of the paper’s 
most valuable reporters.138   
In defending Hersh, Rosenthal relied on the same argument that Otis Chandler 
and Bill Thomas made about Robert Scheer: if the journalist’s work is accurate and fair, 
his or her personal views are irrelevant. “The very basis of our existence is the belief that 
a reporter or an editor who works for this paper can and does submerge or put aside his 
own biases when he addresses the typewriter or makes an editorial decision,” Rosenthal 
wrote. “Therefore, the test of the objectivity of our reporters and editors is not in their 
personal opinions, but in their work.”139 Even a relatively conservative journalist such as 
Rosenthal could look at the work of a Hersh or a Scheer and recognize it as good, 
unbiased reporting, because he accepted the tenets of adversarial journalism. He believed 
that, like most journalists in the mainstream press, they were trying to report the truth, not 
to advance any political agenda.  
But conservatives such as John Lofton, Spiro Agnew, and the millions of 
Americans who shared their views saw things differently. The most frequent targets of 
the newly adversarial press, they could not help but notice, were institutions that people 
on the right revered: law enforcement, big business, the military, a Republican 
presidential administration. Meanwhile, on the opinion pages of the leading American 
newspapers, which made no claim to objectivity, left-wing editorials and columnists 
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predominated. As New York Times editors acknowledged to their chagrin in the early 70s, 
most readers either did not understand or did not accept that a paper’s editorial positions 
had zero influence on news coverage.140 Add to this the fact that most journalists’ 
personal politics were on the left, and conservatives considered the case for liberal bias 
open and shut. 
Most conservatives fail to make a distinction, however, between a journalistic 
ethos influenced by left-wing ideas and a blatant advocacy of left-wing ideas. Several 
authors have tried to explain the ethos that emerged in the 1960s and 70s. Political 
scientist Thomas Patterson argues, “Journalists had been silent skeptics. They became 
vocal cynics. This was particularly true among the ‘elite’ national journalists.”141 
Washington Post reporter Paul Taylor noted of his fellow journalists, “We are 
progressive reformers, deeply skeptical of all the major institutions in society except our 
own.”142 Irving Kristol, in the midst of his transformation from liberal to neoconservative 
in 1972, offered a way to think about the recent changes in journalistic practice: 
“Journalism used to be primarily a craft”—like carpentry or picture-framing—“but many 
journalists now see themselves as enlisted in a calling”—like preaching or politics.143 
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All of these explanations contain an element of truth. Journalists certainly became 
more vocal, as Patterson argues—the trend toward interpretation made the reporter’s 
voice and judgments central to news coverage. In the 1960s, Patterson noted, quotes from 
news subjects usually set the tone for news articles, but by the 70s, the reporter’s own 
words usually set the tone.144 But the evidence for a shift from skepticism to cynicism is 
shakier, for, as Paul Taylor noted, there remained a reformist impulse, a hope among 
journalists that their work could help bring about positive change. In an essay about the 
press and politics in 1971, The Wall Street Journal’s Robert Bartley (then associate editor 
of the editorial page, later editorial-page editor and editor-in-chief) argued that the 
defining characteristic of most journalists was not liberalism or cynicism but idealism. 
Yes, Bartley said, journalists tend to be politically liberal, but more to the point, on a 
scale of practical to idealistic, they are generally “situated well toward the idealistic 
extreme.”145 
As Irving Kristol pointed out, journalists prior to the 1960s were craftsmen 
putting out a fairly homogenized product—quotation-laden articles organized in the 
inverted pyramid style, with a sprinkling of uncontroversial background information. By 
the 1970s, their education levels and their ambitions had risen dramatically, and they 
aspired to much more. Summarizing the results of the shift from journalism-as-craft to 
journalism-as-calling, Kristol wrote, “Whereas journalism was always distrustful of all 
public officials, it is now distrustful of all public authority: the corrupt official has been 
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replaced by the corrupt institution as journalism's natural enemy.” Many journalists, he 
continued, saw themselves as “engaged in a perpetual confrontation with the social and 
political order (the ‘establishment,’ as they say).”146 Kristol was engaging in a bit of 
hyperbole. Major news organizations were still part of the establishment, and journalists 
sought mainly to hold accountable the leading institutions of the social and political 
order, not to discredit or subvert them. But a distrust of authority and a desire to confront 
the powerful were ingrained in most journalists, and the development of American 
journalism in the late 60s and early 70s validated those traits. Investigative journalists 
became the heroes of the profession—some, like Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, 
even became canonized in major Hollywood movies.147 Journalists who had defied the 
government by writing skeptically about official claims that the U.S. was winning the 
Vietnam War in the early 60s saw their reputations soar.148  
Irving Kristol returned to the theme of journalists’ newfound adversarialism in 
1975, but this time he asserted that it had been accompanied by a desire to advocate left-
wing ideas. “Most journalists today…are ‘liberals’ who believe in large and powerful 
government,” he wrote. “They believe the United States government must help feed the 
world, defend and promote civil liberties throughout the world, mediate conflicts among 
the peoples of the world, redistribute income in favor of the poor and the unlucky, 
regulate the activities of the large corporations.” These beliefs, Kristol argued, led 
journalists to the contradictory position of pushing for “more powerful and more 
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extensive government” while simultaneously undermining public confidence in 
government with their adversarial reporting.149 But in reality, such beliefs—if indeed 
most journalists held them—were peripheral to most day-to-day reporting. Far more 
important was the belief in challenging the powerful, regardless of the political 
implications. That is why, as Kristol noted (undermining his own argument), “trade union 
leaders and university presidents, the political left as well as the political right” had 
become frustrated with journalism’s adversary posture.150 It is why Jimmy Carter 
received no more favorable coverage than Gerald Ford.151  
The best evidence to show that the shift toward adversarialism had more to do 
with journalistic values than political ones can be found in the unlikeliest part of the 
newspaper: the sports section. When launching the Sports Monday section of The New 
York Times in 1977, deputy managing editor Arthur Gelb recalled that he wanted it cover 
sports “just the way city reporters wrote about politics or government, with “hard-hitting 
interviews” and frank analysis.152 Sports reporters and their subjects had always been 
allies, to a far greater extent than metro reporters or Washington correspondents. By the 
late 70s, however, most major news organizations advocated a more adversarial 
approach. As the sports editor of the Associated Press, Wick Temple, observed in 1977, 
“something has happened to the good old American sportswriter.” Sports reporters were 
becoming indistinguishable from reporters on other sections of the paper, he noted. They 
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were writing interpretive stories, sociological stories, and investigative stories, often 
incurring the wrath of their subjects in the process. Temple wrote disparagingly of the old 
style of sportswriter who gave the profession “a bad name”: “He takes free trips at the 
expense of the team, writes stories for team programs and is paid for them, scatters free 
tickets among his friends… He is the darling of the sports establishment because he is a 
mouthpiece for the organization he is supposed to be covering. He sells tickets and 
protects the management point of view.... Fortunately, from the courthouse to the press 
box, the breed is vanishing.”153 Journalism’s professional norms had changed to such an 
extent that a reporter would be ostracized for having a hand-in-glove relationship with his 
or her news subjects—even in the area of the newspaper where such a relationship with 
the hometown team might be considered harmless. 
***** 
Editors and news executives accepted the need to take a more adversarial 
approach because they believed the relationship between the press and the powerful was 
out of balance, too collusive. Even a critic of adversarial journalism like Irving Kristol 
conceded that before 1965, “most major newspapers…were ‘co-opted’ into the political 
establishment.”154 But by the mid-to-late 70s, many thought the pendulum had swung too 
far in the opposite direction. The press, said Otis Chandler in a 1975 interview, “ha[s] 
gone bananas following Watergate. We seem to have lost our sense of balance, our sense 
of proportion…. We seem to each day delight in jumping all over any new possible 
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participant in some alleged illegal or unethical or unpopular act.” Instead, they needed 
occasionally “to tell our readers that all is not lost, that much is good that is happening at 
city hall and on the campuses and in the state capitals and in Washington and even in the 
White House.”155  
In an interview with David Halberstam during the same time period, Chandler 
indicated that he felt national editor Ed Guthman had taken the adversarial approach too 
far. Guthman had been perceived as a potential successor to Nick Williams when he 
joined the L.A. Times in 1964, but over the years his star had faded, and he left the paper 
in 1977.156 He had “a different idea of journalism than we do,” Chandler told Halberstam. 
“Ed really thinks that we should be looking under carpets and rocks all day long, at all 
levels of government, that there’s nothing there but bad guys and we should be turning 
them over. And we don’t really feel that. He is in a way more aggressive and assertive 
than we were.”157  
Chandler was not alone in suggesting that the investigative impulse sometimes 
needed to be restrained. In a 1976 column, the liberal commentator Tom Braden noted 
that The Washington Post was “taking a verbal beating” for, essentially, being too 
adversarial. He cited three recent stories as examples: one about a senator’s son using 
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food stamps, one about former vice president Hubert Humphrey being treated for a 
bladder ailment, and one about Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, years earlier, having 
tried to help his fiancée’s brother get a government job. “What people are saying about 
The Post is that ‘It’s out to get,’ that its tone is accusatory, that it sees cabals in chance 
encounters, plots in coincidences, and cover-ups in privacy,” Braden wrote. He observed 
that “at the same time that investigative journalism is the rage…there seems to be a 
backlash developing against investigative journalism.”158  
It may be impossible to measure whether and how much the press began to tamp 
down its adversarial approach in the late 70s, but in business coverage, the one-time 
Fortune editor Louis Banks remarked on a major change between about 1975 and 1980. 
In the mid-70s, he wrote, “Most ranking editors of mass media see business as suspect 
until proven innocent. At the attitudinal level this means a greatly overweighted coverage 
of anti-business pronouncements.” He added that “the latest vogue in business reporting,” 
consumerism, “is attitudinally anti-business by definition, and the media is coming to 
have something of a vested interest in pushing coverage which, on net, provides a 
distorted view of reality.”159 Reassessing the situation in 1980, he reported that “in the 
last five years there has been a significant march up the down staircase of business 
reporting.” In the mid-70s, he argued, most business coverage had been stuck on “step 
one” of the staircase, a place where journalists see big business as “worth a story only 
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when its pinstriped executives are hauled before some government agency. Coverage is 
usually by general assignment people whose instincts are political, rather than economic, 
and whose principal sources are usually adversaries of business.” But by 1980, Banks 
wrote, many newspapers had ascended to step three. “The attitude [toward business] is 
one not of automatic hostility but of sophisticated curiosity…. The ultimate test of Step 
Three work is that business and labor people aren’t entirely comfortable with the 
coverage of their own activities, but as readers they read with respect to learn what the 
rest of the business world is really up to.”160 
The shift that Banks detected in press coverage of business mirrored the shift in 
the attitude toward business in society at large. Alarmed by the consumer movement, the 
anti-capitalist left, and the increase in government regulation, business leaders in the 
1970s made concerted efforts to turn the tide of public opinion—and more importantly, 
legislation—back in their favor. New groups such as the Business Roundtable, along with 
revitalized old groups such as the Chamber of Commerce, mounted formidable lobbying 
and public-relations campaigns.161 Even on college campuses, the image of corporate 
America had been rehabilitated by 1980—business was by far the most popular 
undergraduate major in the country, and organizations such as Students in Free Enterprise 
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found a receptive audience for their message that a career in business was fun, exciting, 
and noble.162 
As usual, the political climate of the country influenced journalists’ ideas about 
the proper balance of coverage. Louis Banks, a pillar of the journalistic establishment, 
exemplified the attitude of many top editors.163 He disparaged the old style of business 
journalism, “where corporate activities are accepted as news virtually at the handout 
level” and the editors “are friendly fixtures at Rotary or Chamber of Commerce 
meetings.” The changes of the 1960s and 70s brought some much-needed toughness, 
skepticism, and professionalism, he felt, but some overeager journalists—products of 
“the turbulent sixties,” in his words—had gotten carried away. To achieve a new, more 
desirable balance, journalists had to stake out a middle ground, acting as neither toadies 
nor crusaders. When people on both sides of an issue were equally dissatisfied with the 
coverage, that indicated a job well done. 
This perspective guided the thinking of many journalists not only about business 
reporting but also about news coverage more generally. Abe Rosenthal recalled that he 
felt The New York Times had been “pulled off course and to the left in the late 60s and 
early 70s,” but that by the 1980s it was back in the center, as it should be.164 One might 
expect that sentiment from Rosenthal, who was more conservative than most New York 
Times journalists, but Washington Post reporter William Greider, who went on to work 
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for the left-wing publications Rolling Stone and The Nation, felt the same way. Prior to 
the Nixon era, he told David Halberstam, the Post and other newspapers like it had “an 
almost institutional bias in favor of the White House and government and the established 
order.” Then “the turbulence of the late 60s” had “jarred” the news media, which became 
overtaken by “irreverence” for orthodox society and authority. Looking back on the 
changes from the perspective of the late 70s, he felt the press’s antagonism toward the 
established order was “excessive,” saying, “We were printing too much media theater, 
you know, kids chaining themselves to the Statue of Liberty.”165 
Otis Chandler stated a similar opinion even more bluntly in a 1976 speech. The 
media, he said, “are going through a period of temporary insanity.” He elaborated: “In 
our zeal to print the truth about everything and everyone, we have lost our perspective 
about our more traditional and certainly more sensible role of keeping the people 
informed…. I think the media have become too shrill, too unthinking, too uncaring, too 
bloodthirsty.” This did not mean, however, that Chandler believed the press should revert 
to the journalistic practices of the 1950s. Because he was speaking to a group of 
advertising executives, he addressed the “conflict” between business and the media, but 
he did not apologize for the press’s conduct or accept the accusation that it was anti-
business. “Both sides are natural adversaries,” he said, reminding his audience, “We are 
not boosters of business or industry; that is not our function.”166  
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What was the press’s function, then? In part, according to Chandler, to “open our 
pages to new voices that are speaking out for new causes. They are often the voices of 
protest, of alienation, and of militancy.” And while the “traditional establishment beat” 
remained important, he said, they had begun “covering it in a different way.” Echoing the 
points in Bill Thomas’s 1975 article about the press and anti-establishment bias, Chandler 
noted:  
We no longer ask just the white psychologist to analyze the causes of a ghetto 
riot. We also ask the black rioter. We no longer accept without question the 
assurance of a utility company engineer that a nuclear power plant site is 
geologically safe. We also ask an expert representing environmentalists. And we 
certainly did not accept the word of a president, who had our endorsement every 
time he ran for public office, that he was innocent of all wrongdoing. We 
demanded his impeachment.167 
 
Chandler’s position represented the mainstream thinking in many newsrooms at 
the time. He acknowledged the backlash against adversarialism and thought it was 
warranted, that the press had become overzealous. But he believed firmly that the 
changes in journalistic practice of the previous decade—a more adversarial posture, a 
broader definition of news, an openness to dissenting voices—had been necessary and 
salutary. Only a slight adjustment was required to achieve the proper balance.  
Some newspaper journalists had reservations about the fundamental changes in 
their product, even before those changes became entrenched in the 1970s. As Nick 
Williams wrote to a Canadian newspaper editor in 1969, “It is almost with relief that I 
find, now and then, an old-fashioned sex or crime scandal on the front page of The 
Times. Or an account of an incredibly heroic struggle against nature. Anything, damned 
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near, to break the monotony of the Great Issues”—by which he meant “student dissent, 
permissiveness in the arts, racial confrontation.”168 New York Times correspondent John 
Corry, writing a memoir two decades later, expressed a similar lament: “Man bites dog 
would once have been a story, but it might not be now, unless it touched on racism, 
sexism, gay rights, or the rain forest.”169  
These expressions of nostalgia for the pre-1965 days of journalism do not indicate 
that Williams, Corry, or other journalists regretted the changes that had taken place or 
wished to turn back the clock. On the contrary, Williams himself had decided that the 
L.A. Times should downplay “old-fashioned sex or crime scandal” stories in favor of 
more substantive, analytical news. But with new journalistic values firmly in place, 
skeptical coverage of the fissures and shortcomings in the American system had become 
an accepted, central feature of the newspaper package. There was no chance of leading 
newspapers like The New York Times and the L.A. Times actually returning to simpler 
“man bites dog” journalism, which made it easy to romanticize that era as less 
complicated and more fun.  
Although few journalists sincerely pined for the days before adversarial coverage 
became the norm, many politicians, business leaders, police chiefs, and other figures in 
the news most certainly did. They believed the press had begun treating them unfairly 
and exhibiting bias in its coverage, and they said so publicly. The statements of such 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
168 Nick Williams to Jack Nightscales, October 15, 1969, Los Angeles Times Records, box 466, folder 1. 
169 John Corry, My Times: Adventures in the News Trade (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1993), 19. 
Although Corry was more conservative than most journalists, and more blasé about racism, sexism, gay 
right, and the environment than most journalists would be, reporters of all political stripes occasionally 
pined for the old days of “man bites dog” stories. 
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influential people reinforced the view among the general population that the press was 
biased or untrustworthy. But suspicion and cynicism were on the rise throughout 
American society between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, and if the press had 
refrained from adversarialism, it might have sunk even lower in public esteem. Between 
1966 and 1976, the Harris Survey reported a steep decline in the percentage of American 
expressing “a great deal of confidence” in leaders of the country’s key institutions. 
Confidence in Congress dwindled from 42 percent to 9 percent, in the White House from 
41 to 11, in major companies from 55 to 16, in higher education from 61 to 31, and in 
medicine from 72 to 42. The press, whose skeptical reporting helped drive those declines 
in confidence, saw a decline from 29 to 20 percent in those expressing “a great deal of 
confidence” in its leaders.170 Nearly all of those figures would continue to trend 
downward in subsequent decades, as an adversarial press and a cynical populace became 
fixtures on the American scene.171 
A decline in trust did not translate to a decline in profits, however. Just as 
Americans who disapproved of Congress as an institution continued to vote for their 
incumbent representative, Americans who disapproved of the press as an institution 
continued to buy their newspaper. Members of Congress tried to deliver what a majority 
of the voters in their district wanted, and newspapers tried to deliver what a majority of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
170 Harris Survey press release, “Record Lows in Public Confidence,” October 6, 1975, available at 
http://media.theharrispoll.com/documents/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-RECORD-LOWS-IN-
PUBLIC-CONFIDENCE-1975-10.pdf, accessed January 6, 2016. 
171 The exception to the downward trend is the military, which steadily increased in public confidence 
beginning a few years after the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam. See Harris Interactive press release, “Big 
Drop in Confidence in Leaders of Major Institutions,” February 28, 2008, available at 
http://media.theharrispoll.com/documents/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-Big-Drop-in-Confidence-in-
Leaders-of-Major-Institutions-2008-02.pdf, accessed January 6, 2016. 
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the readers in their circulation area wanted. Inevitably, voters and readers would 
occasionally disapprove of something their congressperson or their newspaper did or 
said. But they could overlook those instances, because on balance, they were satisfied, 
and, crucially, there were few alternatives. A viable challenger to a strong congressional 
incumbent might come along only two or three times per decade. And prior to the 
Internet age, if people wished to remain deeply informed about local, national, and 
foreign news, they simply had to read a high-quality daily newspaper. Despite their 
concerns about credibility and competition from other media, therefore, leading 
metropolitan newspapers like The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times had every 
reason to be confident about their prospects as the 1970s drew to a close. Their product 
had improved in myriad ways since the early 60s—it had become broader, better written, 
more entertaining, more visually appealing, more relevant to readers’ lives, more hard-
hitting. And indeed, thanks to the groundwork laid in the 60s and 70s, the 80s and 90s 
would be banner decades for The New York Times, the L.A. Times, and the press as a 
whole, both journalistically and financially. As a result, the values and goals that guided 
them in the 70s became even more deeply embedded in the journalism profession.   
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Epilogue 
 
The American Press since 1980 
 
 
 Although American journalism in the 1980s and 90s was hardly static, the 
changes and controversies that animated it were extensions of the changes and 
controversies that emerged between 1960 and 1980. The trends toward more interpretive 
coverage and more soft news continued unabated, or even accelerated.1 Conservative 
critics continued to charge the press with liberal bias, while left-wing critics continued to 
charge it with kowtowing to the powerful.2 In newsrooms and in the commentariat, hotly 
debated issues included political bias, objectivity, the treatment of women and minorities, 
the lines between news and entertainment, and the adversarial tone of news coverage.  
 Perhaps the most eloquent critique of the U.S. news media in the 1990s came 
from the journalist James Fallows, in his book Breaking the News. Many of the criticisms 
he leveled might be viewed as instances of news organizations taking the mostly salutary 
changes of the 1960s and 70s and pushing them much too far. Rather than using analysis 
to add depth to thoroughly reported stories, journalists had become so besotted with 
interpreting the news that they often skipped over the actual substance of it, according to 
Fallows, leading to an attitude that “what you are writing about doesn’t matter, really.”3 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 See James T. Hamilton, All the News That’s Fit to Sell: How the Market Transforms Information into 
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of Contextual Journalism, 1950s-2000s,” Journalism 15, No. 1 (January 2014), 3-20 
2 For a prominent left-wing critique, see Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: 
The Political Economy of the Mass Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988); for a prominent right-wing 
critique, see Bernard Goldberg, Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News 
(Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2002). 
3 James Fallows, Breaking the News: How The Media Undermine American Democracy (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1996), 161-162. 
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The increasing prominence of soft news in the 1970s may have been warranted, but in the 
90s, Fallows argued, “mainstream journalism has made the mistake of trying to compete 
with the pure entertainment media—music, TV, celebrities, movies—on their own 
terms.”4 A healthy skepticism of politicians and other powerful figures had given way to 
a reflexive cynicism that greeted politicians’ every action with withering criticism.5 
Rather than rejecting objectivity or trying to adjust for their personal biases, as 1970s-era 
critics urged them, some leading journalists had become so wedded to the ideal that they 
took it to damaging extremes. Fallows begins his first chapter (titled “Why We Hate the 
Media”) by recounting a 1987 TV program about ethical dilemmas, featuring the famous 
broadcast journalists Mike Wallace and Peter Jennings. If they were covering a war and 
learned that enemy forces had laid an ambush for U.S. soldiers, the newscasters were 
asked, would they warn the Americans or would they let the ambush unfold and record 
the story as detached, objective observers? Both said, in the end, that they would let their 
country’s soldiers be ambushed and, in all likelihood, slaughtered. The military men on 
the program with Wallace and Jennings considered this a disgraceful, arrogant response; 
most viewers surely did too.6 
 Fallows claimed that such behavior by the news media—its narcissism, cynicism, 
and shallowness—was causing the public to distrust and abandon journalism, thereby 
undermining American democracy. However, it had not yet made a serious dent in the 
profitability of the news business. Indeed, many observers in the 1980s and 90s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Ibid., 244. 
5 Ibid., 40-43, 60-65, passim.  
6 Ibid., 10-16. 
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considered the corporatization of news a primary threat to the profession’s integrity: 
journalistic outlets were such desirable properties that major conglomerates kept buying 
them and pushing out independent owners.7 As long as news organizations remained 
highly profitable businesses, their managers had little reason to stray from the path that 
had led to their success. But barely a decade after Fallows published Breaking the News, 
the landscape was dramatically altered. In 2009, another well-known journalist and media 
observer, Alex S. Jones, published another lament about the news business. But instead 
of critiquing the shortcomings of a booming, self-satisfied press, as Fallows had done, 
Jones warned that the press faced an existential crisis. Digital technology, he wrote, “is 
rapidly blowing [newspapers’] long-standing economic model to smithereens”; as a 
result, Jones said, the “iron core” of newsgathering—hard-news stories that must be 
actively sought out and expertly reported—“steadily hollows out.”8 
 In this dire environment, many of the long-standing debates about the press’s role 
and responsibilities faded into the background, replaced by the more urgent question of 
how to pay for the news. Several of today’s most financially successful news 
organizations espouse a different journalistic model than the major newspapers, 
magazines, and TV networks of the past. Fox News, Vice Media, and the Huffington 
Post, three highly valued properties founded since the 1990s, have very different business 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 The most prominent exponent of this critique was Ben Bagdikian, a highly respected Washington Post 
journalist. See Ben H. Bagdikian, The Media Monopoly (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983). This book remained 
so relevant that five revised editions were issued between 1987 and 2000. See also Christopher B. Daly, 
Covering America: A Narrative History of a Nation’s Journalism (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 2012), 395-398. 
8 Alex S. Jones, Losing the News: The Future of the News that Feeds Democracy (New York: Oxford 
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models, but all attract their audience on the basis of an opinionated, personal form of 
journalism that most of the mainstream press between 1960 and 2000 abhorred. As 
frankly subjective journalism thrives, proponents of objectivity are once again on the 
defensive, as they were in the late 1960s and early 70s.  
The parameters of the debate over objectivity have changed surprisingly little, as 
illustrated by a 2013 exchange between journalist-activist Glenn Greenwald and New 
York Times executive editor turned columnist Bill Keller (the Times published the lengthy 
exchange online). Greenwald charged that journalists who try to be objective are 
“dishonest” for concealing their true feelings and cowardly in their “glaring subservience 
to political power” (as an example, he cited reporters’ reluctance to state plainly when a 
government official is lying). Keller countered that journalists should provide enough 
information to enable the reader to decide whether or not someone is lying. As 
professionals, Keller argued, journalists can set aside their personal opinions—and they 
must, in order to maintain their credibility and get “closer to the truth.” Like Otis 
Chandler four decades earlier, Keller rejected the word “objective”—it “suggests a 
mythical state of perfect truth,” he wrote—but defended the principles it implies.9  
 American journalism as a whole is diverging from the path it blazed in the 1960s 
and 70s. In addition to rejecting objectivity, many news organizations that have thrived in 
the digital age target specific niches rather than the broadest possible audience; some 
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have abandoned the adversarial approach for a friendlier, more upbeat tone.10 But among 
so-called legacy media—those which existed before the Internet revolution—there has 
been no such sea change in values or approach. Although many have scaled back their 
ambitions because of the need to cut costs (none more than the L.A. Times, whose staff 
has shrunk by more than half since the 1980s), they have not become niche 
publications—they still try to attract what Otis Chandler described as a “mass and class” 
audience (the “mass” of middle-income people and the “class” of influential elites).11 
They still provide general-interest news on a wide variety of topics, attempt to cater to 
readers’ needs and desires, and challenge those in power with adversarial coverage. This 
steadfastness stems partly from the difficulty of change in large institutions, and partly 
from the fact that no change in values or approach offered a likely path back to 
profitably. But it also testifies to the importance of the changes that took place in the 
1960s and 70s: they became so deeply ingrained that to abandon them seemed 
inconceivable.
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